
Highlighting in the 1534 “Luther Bible”
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The first German translation of the Bible by Luther and his 
colleagues was published in 1534, twelve years after his New 
Testament had been published in 1522. Between these two dates, 

the Wittenberg circle of scholars published translations of various 
sections of the Bible. In many ways the 1534 Luther Bible,1 along 
with Luther’s Catechisms and the Augsburg Confession, marked 
the crowning literary achievements of the work of Luther and 
his Wittenberg colleagues. However, within the pages of the 1534 
Luther Bible, one encounters an item of curiosity. There are several 
instances where every single letter in a word or a phrase is capital
ized,2 as a means of highlighting these passages for the reader.

The first examples of highlighting by means of capitalizing every 
letter in a word or phrase are found, surprisingly, in the Apocrypha. 
In the Wisdom of Solomon, at 16:12 and 18:22, “WORT” (Word) is 
capitalized.3 The other instances are found in the New Testament: 
three times a key phrase is capitalized in the synoptic gospel parallels 
of the transfiguration of Jesus (Mt 17:5; Mark 9:7 and Luke 9:35); 
another example is in Paul’s defence of the gospel in Romans 3:25; 
and the final instance occurs in 1 Corinthians 11:24, as Paul begins 
his recitation of the words of institution of the Lord’s Supper.4 Given 
that italic and bold fonts had not yet been developed for typesetting, 
capitalizing every letter in a word served to emphasize or highlight 
the printed text.

But who capitalized every letter of these few selected words? 
Was it Luther himself, the printer Hans Lufft of Wittenberg, or 
even the publishers?5 There are three indications that Luther him
self authorized this highlighting. First, Luther was closely involved 
in determining which biblical passages would be illustrated in the 
1534 Bible. Christoph Walther, a corrector in Hans Lufft s type
setting workshop which printed the Bible, reported that “Luther 
partly determined the illustrations in the Wittenberg Bible himself, 
how they should be sketched or painted, and ordered to sketch and

LUTHERAN QUARTERLY Volume 35 (2021): 125-144
© 2021 Johns Hopkins University Press and Lutheran Quarterly, Inc.



copy the text in the simplest manner, and would not tolerate that a 
superfluous and unnecessary thing be added that would not serve 
the text.”6 Given this concern for selecting the textually appropri
ate illustrations, it would not be unexpected that the Wittenberg 
reformer would also oversee what are also, in effect, illustrations of 
the highlighted texts.

Second, as Andrew Pettegree notes, Luther was heavily involved 
in every aspect of the printing business, often proof texting each 
page of his own books to help facilitate a fast and accurate printing 
of his work.7 Luthers involvement is clearly shown in letters to his 
friends, mentioning various printing problems encountered while 
he was away from Wittenberg.8 Another example of his personal 
involvement in the printing process is his insistence in using HERR 
(LORD) to indicate a translation of the Tetragammaton, YHWH.9 
Luther’s attention to this detail, insisting upon the use of capital
ization as a tool to denote differences in the names of God in the 
original text, makes it likely that he was also the instigator of these 
other capitalized highlights in the 1534 Bible.

The third and most telling argument for Luther being responsible 
for these capitalizations is the importance his overall corpus attaches 
to these particular words or phrases as they pertain to the proclama
tion of the gospel. The theological emphasis on these particular texts 
makes sense when one considers that Luther s primary audience for 
this translation of the Bible was evangelical preachers, to aid them in 
sermon preparation.10 Highlighting was thus a visibly recognizable 
way for Luther to draw the preacher s attention to the gospel message 
in these words of scripture. Proclaiming the gospel is the preacher s 
responsibility, and Luther facilitated this task by emphasizing differ
ent passages from the Bible that drove home this message.

“WORD”

The first instance of highlighting in the 1534 Luther Bible is 
found in two places in the Wisdom of Solomon. Twice within the 
translation of this book, at 16:12 and 18:22, WORT (Word) is fully 
capitalized. [See adjacent example.] The first verse states that the 
Word of the Lord (WORT HERR) heals all people, and the latter



Fig. 1 Die Luther-Bibel von 1534, Two Volumes. Stephan Fiissel, 
ed., illustrated by Lucas Cranach d. A (Koln:Taschen, 2002),Vol II: 
Apocrypha, XXL

reference speaks of God’s wrath being conquered by the Word.Thus, 
with the capitalization of every letter in “Word,” the Luther Bible 
makes clear that the Word both heals and gives life and also conquers 
God’s wrath. This echoes Robert Kolb’s observation that one of 
Luther’s rules for translating was to determine “whether a sentence 
was law or gospel.”11 In both verses from the Wisdom of Solomon, 
the emphasis on “Word” proclaims this living Word as a Word of 
life, a Word that speaks gospel. Further, this Word is transformative. 
When God speaks this Word, creation happens. Life happens. Tim
othy Wengert states, “Understanding the Bible as the Word of God 
does not have to do so much with what a text is or means or with 
its relative position in the canon of scripture as with what it does to 
its hearers.”12 This living voice of the gospel (viva vox evangelit) blows 
the breath of God into people and all creation, making life a reality. 
At the heart of this Bible translation by the Wittenberg theologians, 
therefore, is the living Word.

The capitalization of every letter in “Word” is the starting point 
for Luther’s theological thought. From this starting point in the 
Wisdom of Solomon, Luther’s Bible then spells out the message (die 
Botschaft) that God proclaims through the other highlighted places. 
However, here one encounters another surprise: in the Weimar edi
tion of Luther’s works, there are no citations of these two verses, 
other than in the Preface to the Wisdom of Solomon. So why not



capitalize “Word” in some other place in the Old Testament, rather 
than from these two largely forgotten passages from the Wisdom 
of Solomon? After all, there is no shortage of references to “Word,” 
“the Word of the Lord,” or “God sWord” in the Old Testament, espe
cially by the prophets who are called to transmit the “Word of the 
Lord” to the people. Perhaps the best explanation for this highlight
ing in the Wisdom of Solomon is also the simplest: the publication 
of the 1529 translation of the Wisdom of Solomon in Wittenberg 
contains the first published instances of capitalizing every letter in 
a word or phrase as a way to draw the readers eye to the impor
tance of the Word. According to Hartmut Hovelmann, following 
this initial instance of highlighting, a new publication of the New 
Testament in 1530 then included the practice of capitalizing all the 
letters in the words, “Listen to Him” in the three accounts of the 
transfiguration, along with the word “Take” in 1 Corinthians. High
lighting the words “Forgives Sin” in Romans 3 first appears in the 
1533 edition of the New Testament.13 The 1534 Luther Bible simply 
continued the practice of highlighting these core words and phrases.

Luthers Preface to the Wisdom of Solomon also gives an insight 
into why Luther highlighted “Word” in his translation of 16:12 and 
18:22. He writes:

It pleases me beyond measure that the author here extols the Word of God so 
highly, and ascribes to the Word all the wonders God has performed, both on 
enemies and in his saints.

. . . Mark well that whatever praise and glory you hear ascribed herein to 
wisdom is said of nothing other than the Word of God. For even [the author] 
himself says, in chapter i6[:i2], that the children of Israel were not sustained 
by manna, nor saved by the bronze serpent, but by the Word of God. Just as in 
Matthew 4L4] Christ says,“Man shall not live by bread alone,” etc.This is why 
[the author] teaches that wisdom comes from nowhere else than from God, 
and brings many illustrations from Scripture. So he ascribes to wisdom what 
Scripture ascribes to the Word of God. ... To refer to this book as the Wisdom 
of Solomon is as much as to call it: A Book of Solomon about the Word of 
God. So the spirit of wisdom is nothing other than faith, our understanding 
of that same Word.14

The Word, claimed Luther, incarnates and proclaims Gods activities 
and God’s wisdom, and is the source of life, a theme consistently 
highlighted in Luther s understanding of the gospel.



Oswald Bayer, among others, has argued convincingly that Luther s 
theology is a “theology of the promising Word.”15 He claims that for 
Luther, theology “takes place in prayer, in the oratio: in praise and 
in lament—in the speaking of the heart with God in petition and 
intercession, with thanks and adoration.”16 This Word, then—a term 
that refers to the life-giving Word as found in Christ, and not only 
to Holy Scripture—is the foundation by which the other high
lighted phrases are to be understood.

“LISTENTO HIM!”

The second cluster of highlighted words or phrases is found in 
the synoptic Gospel accounts of the transfiguration of Jesus.17 In 
the midst of their spontaneous plan to build dwellings for Moses, 
Elijah, and Jesus, who had appeared before them, the three disciples 
are interrupted by a voice from heaven, saying, “This is my Son, 
the Beloved: LISTEN TO HIM!” {DEN SOLT IR HOREN). As 
with the highlighting from the Wisdom of Solomon, the selection 
of these particular words appears, at first glance, quite puzzling. Of 
all the words that Luther could have emphasized in the four Gospels, 
why choose these words? Why not emphasize Jesus’ mission decla
ration at the beginning of his ministry (Luke 4:18—19), or his last 
words—either those on the cross (Matt 27:46 or Luke 23:46), or the 
Great Commission (Matt 28:19—20), given immediately before he 
ascends into heaven? Or, given Luther s preference for the Gospel of 
John, which he called the “chief gospel,”18 why not highlight John 
3:16,19 rather than these passages from the synoptic Gospels? How
ever, an examination of Luther s repeated emphasis of this phrase, 
reveals four reasons for drawing the reader s eyes to these particular 
texts.

First, highlighting the imperative “Listen to Him” draws the 
reader not just to the transfiguration story itself, but to what Jesus 
says immediately after this experience, as he tells them he will have 
to suffer and die. The entire pericope thus supports themes found 
in Luther s theology of the cross and his theology of the Word.20 
Moreover, by letting Luther interpret himself, we can gain some 
clues about the importance of these three words as the starting point 
of the gospel, and thus of Christian theology.21 These highlighted



words from the transfiguration account reflect what Philip Watson 
called Luthers “Copernican Revolution” of theology: God, not 
humanity, is the center of the theological universe.22 God, and what 
God says through Christ, is the subject of the theological sentence 
for Luther.

In the “Preface to the New Testament,” Luther reinforced this 
starting point when he discussed the works and words of Christ in 
relationship to understanding the gospel:“To know [Christs] works 
and the things that happened to him is not yet to know the true 
gospel, for you do not yet thereby know that he has overcome sin, 
death, and the devil.”23 Knowledge of the gospel thus occurs only in 
relationship with the Savior, and this relationship begins when God 
says, “Christ is your own.” Humanity should thus be listening to 
the voice of Christ. For apart from this voice that “drives the gospel 
home” (was Christum treibet) into the hearts of people,24 the actions 
and words of Christ impart only information. The heart remains 
unchanged.Thus, Luther claimed,“If I had to do without one or the 
other—either the works or the preaching of Christ—I would rather 
do without the works than without his preaching. For the works do 
not help me, but his words give life, as he himself says [John 6:63].”25 
Since the words of Christ both create and sustain life, the injunction 
to “Listen to Him” is crucial.

Second, highlighting the command to listen to Christ reveals 
Luther’s Christological Trinitarianism. When Jesus speaks, the triune 
God speaks. In his 1532 comments on Psalm 2:12, Luther noted: 
“God by His command sends us back to the Son and wants us 
to worship and adore the Son. Therefore the thought agrees with 
these expressions of the gospel: ‘This is My beloved Son, listen to 
Him’” (Matt 17:5).26 Further, when one “listens to him,” the will 
of God is revealed. While God’s will had been revealed to Moses on 
Mt. Sinai through the law, now God’s will is revealed on Mt. Tabor 
as gospel.27 Although God speaks clearly in Christ, it is often diffi
cult to believe that Christ’s voice is the voice of God.To address this 
problem, Luther put these words into God’s mouth: “‘Behold, this 
is My Son; listen to Him’ (Matt 17:5). .. . For ‘He who sees Me,’ 
says Christ,‘also sees the Father Himself’” (John 14:9).28 Luther’s 
repeated use of the phrase “Listen to Him” is telling. Not only does
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it lead to a knowledge of God and of Gods will, but it also pro
claims soteriological benefits, namely, life and salvation.

Third, the injunction of Matthew 17:5 to listen to Christ also 
provides a useful pastoral and ethical principle. “You must judge 
everything solely in the light of the words of Christ the Lord; for it 
is written:‘Listen to Him’ (Matt 17:5) ”29 On this basis, he criticizes 
the common practice of withholding the cup from the laity, arguing 
that this was “contrary to the words of God which say, ‘Listen to 
Him!”’30 If a person listens to any other voice, they will go astray, 
and they will not find God.31 For this reason, the Protestant prin
ciple of sola scriptura is incarnated in the sola vox. That authoritative 
voice (and Word) alone speaks life into human hearts. As Kolb notes, 
in scripture “Luther found God’s words and voice, and from God’s 
presence in the page, Scripture gains its authority.”32 Therefore, 
the voice to which one should listen, whether on the mountain- 
top or in the sanctuary, is the living, authoritative, life-giving voice 
of God. Luther thus noted: “it has been determined by God that 
Christ wants to speak in His church and does not want to tolerate 
any other teacher, as the voice of the Father resounds from heaven: 
‘Listen to Him’ (Matt 17:5).”33 To listen to Christ is nothing less than 
listening to the voice of the triune God.

Fourth, this injunction to listen to Christ points to a defining 
marker of the church: the church is to be a “mouth-house,”34 pass
ing on what the living voice proclaims. This authoritative voice 
speaks words of grace, or as Luther states it in the Small Catechism, 
the “forgiveness of sins, life and salvation.”35 False teachers can be 
easily recognized because their message reveals that they have not 
heard the voice that speaks life. “Anyone who confuses [grace and 
merit] causes the people to go astray and misleads both himself and 
those who listen to him.”36 Luther’s advice, then, is to flush errone
ous papal decrees down the toilet so no one can hear them,37 and 
listen instead to the voice of the true shepherd, who breathes words 
of life. One listens either to Christ, and hears God’s voice speaking 
and creating faith, the forgiveness of sins, life, and salvation,38 or one 
listens to a false “apple god” (Apfelgott) or a worldly “apple-king” 
(Apfelkonig).39 The voice a person listens to is the voice they follow. 
Thus, one must “Listen to Him;” otherwise, everything is lost, and



nothing else said by Christ in the four Gospels matters. Only in 
listening to Christ does a person hear, encounter, and experience 
the gospel. The sola vox viva, the living voice alone, comes from the 
mouth of God in Christ.

“FORGIVES SIN”

The command, “Listen to Him,” spoken on the Mount of Trans
figuration by God, identifies the voice that is to be listened to above 
all others. But what is this gospel to which we should listen? Luther 
gave his answer in Romans 3:25 by capitalizing every letter in the 
two words, “FORGIVES SIN” (SUNDE VERGIBT). His reason is 
simple: “the ordinary man can be rescued from his former delusions, 
set on the right track, and taught what he is to look for in this book, 
so that he may not seek laws and commandments where he ought 
to be seeking the gospel and promises of God.”4° Thus, these two 
words were important for a multitude of reasons.

First, Luther highlighted these two words, “Forgives Sin” because 
they clarified the gospel. This clarity was a priority for him in his 
translation work, as is evident on this page in the 1534 Bible. In the 
marginal gloss beside the highlighted words “Forgives Sin,” Luther 
commented,

Note this: when he says that (they are all sinners, etc.), it is the centerpiece and 
heart of this epistle and of the entire scriptures, namely that everything is sin 
which has not been redeemed through the blood of Christ and justified by 
faith. Therefore understand this text well, because here it undercuts the merit 
and fame of all works, as he himself says here, and the only thing that remains 
is God’s grace and honor.41

This marginal gloss reveals Luther s theological hermeneutic. The 
only way sinners can obtain forgiveness is by “listening to Him,” for 
Christ alone declares, and makes, the person righteous.42 This for
giveness is justification writ large. Any human attempts to cooperate 
with God to earn this forgiveness end in failure. If Jesus the Christ 
is not heard, forgiveness is impossible.

Second, Luthers emphasis on the two words, “Forgives Sin,” 
defines the gospel in its essence. In a 1524 sermon on Matthew



9:1—8, he stated that “forgiveness of sins is not more than two words, 
yet the entire realm of Christ is based upon them.”43 Even earlier, 
in December of 1516, he preached, “The proper office of the gospel 
is to proclaim the proper work of God, i.e. grace, . . . [And] this 
happens whenever the forgiveness of sins is proclaimed.”44 In a 1520 
treatise he stated, “For what is the whole gospel but the good tidings 
of the forgiveness of sins?”45 In his Galatians lectures, written around 
the same time as the 1534 Bible was translated, he declared, “But 
here comes the gospel, which preaches the forgiveness of sins to you 
through Christ.”46 This simple definition of the gospel is precisely 
what is emphasized in the decision to capitalize every letter in the 
two words, “Forgives Sin,” in Romans 3:25.

Third, the two words, “Forgives Sin,” not only capture the essence 
of the proclaimed gospel, but also carry with this proclamation many 
profound doctrinal implications. In his academic writings, therefore, 
Luther carefully nuanced what he meant by the gospel as the for
giveness of sin, especially in relationship to the law or to the person 
and work of Christ:

The Gospel is a light that illumines hearts and makes them alive. It discloses 
what grace and the mercy of God are; what the forgiveness of sins, blessing, 
righteousness, life, and eternal salvation are; and how we are to attain to these. 
When we distinguish the Law from the Gospel this way, we attribute to each 
its proper use and function . . . But when this distinction is recognized, the 
true meaning of justification is recognized.47

The real heart of the gospel and of scripture is not merely the bare 
forgiveness of sin, but rather, the forgiveness of sin through “Christ 
alone” as accomplished through his death and resurrection, thereby 
making the sinner righteous.48 The forgiveness of sins is derived 
from Christ s defeat of sin, death, and the devil, with the law no 
longer controlling or determining the ground rules of human rela
tionships with the giver of life.

Fourth, defining the gospel by the phrase, “Forgives Sin” makes 
sense when one considers Luther’s audience. While nuanced impli
cations of Christology and soteriology, in relation to the gospel of 
forgiveness, were important academic issues, when Luther wanted 
to define the gospel for preaching to the common people, he called



it the “forgiveness of sins.” Distinguishing between law and gospel 
thus serves to further heighten the powerful impact of the words, 
“Forgives Sin.” The gospel is not toleration of sin, but decisive 
action against sin and for life. To speak “you are forgiven” trans
figures a person from death into life because that person has been 
united with Christ in his death and resurrection.

Fifth, the gospel proclamation that Christ forgives sin has a strong 
pastoral aspect to it. The bold announcement that God forgives sin 
can comfort troubled consciences afraid of the law, death, and con
demnation coram Deo (in the presence of God).49 Luther stated, “To 
put on Christ according to the Gospel, therefore, is to put on, not 
the Law or works but an inestimable gift, namely, the forgiveness of 
sins, righteousness, peace, comfort, joy in the Holy Spirit, salvation, 
life and Christ himself”50 The gospel does not only stop condem
nation or break the restricting power of the law, it also comforts 
the afflicted soul with the forgiveness of sins, and thus, life and sal
vation.51 God proclaims good news, and life is created, nurtured, 
redeemed, and sanctified by God in Christ and through the Holy 
Spirit, all because God forgives sin.

Sixth, Luther recognized that the forgiveness of sin is the basis for 
community. Being joined to Christ through his death and resurrec
tion is to be joined to the community, the body of Christ. As Luther 
stated, “Here there is full forgiveness of sins, both in that God for
gives us and that we forgive, bear with, and aid one another.”52 The 
gospel of the forgiveness of sins, proclaimed to heal and unite the 
community in Christ, is thus also at the heart of Word and sac
rament. In the sacrament of the altar, for example, the gathered 
community encounters the new covenant [promise], which is “the 
bestowal of grace and the forgiveness of sins, i.e. the true gospel.”53 
It is in the community where the sacraments are present, “along 
with the gospel, in which the Holy Spirit richly offers, bestows and 
accomplishes the forgiveness of sins.”54 “In this Christian Church, 
wherever it exists, is to be found the forgiveness of sins, i.e. a king
dom of grace and of true pardon. For in it are found the gospel, 
baptism, and the sacrament of the altar, in which the forgiveness of 
sins is offered, obtained, and received.”55 Thus, the highlighting of 
the two words, “Forgives Sin,” captures the very heart of Luther’s



community-grounded reformation theology, and it is emphasized so 
that the preachers will preach this gospel and the hearers will hear 
Gods voice and listen, making it possible for all to experience life in 
the community God has envisioned for everyone.

“TAKE!”

Luther recognized that it was not enough to simply hear the 
gospel of the forgiveness of sins audibly proclaimed. The gospel 
seeks multiple access points to a person. The ears are not the only 
sensory organs through which a human being can “hear.” Hearing 
also occurs through tasting and touching this gospel made flesh.This 
led Luther to the final instance of highlighting in the 1534 Luther 
Bible: “TAKE” (NEMET), in 1 Corinthians 11:24—25. This word 
emphasizes the incarnation, the Word becoming flesh (John 1:1). In 
the sacrament of the altar, humanity hears, sees, tastes, and experi
ences the gospel in multiple ways. For those captured by a medieval 
piety that made people reluctant to receive Christ in the sacrament 
because of their sense of unworthiness, Luther the pastor enjoined 
people instead to experience the gospel.56 In the preface to First 
Corinthians, Luther observed that many in Corinth were trusting 
their own wisdom, rather than listening to Christ:“everyone wanted 
to be the expert and do the teaching and make what he pleased of 
the gospel, the sacrament, and faith. Meanwhile they let the main 
thing drop—namely, that Christ is our salvation, righteousness, and 
redemption—as if they had long since outgrown it.”57 Failing to 
listen to Christ (DEN SOLTIR HOREN) or changing the gospel 
message from its basic meaning of forgiveness of sins (SUNDE 
VERGIBT) leads to problems. This was the case in Corinth, and 
Luther also felt it was a problem in his time. Everyone was listening 
to their own voice, hearing only what they wanted to hear. To shat
ter this “curved inward” attitude in the community and drive them 
to the gospel, then, Luther turned his focus on the injunction to 
“Take,” for some very important reasons.

First, the imperative, “Take,” forces attention onto words spoken 
by Christ. Rather than an “imitation of Christ” (imitatio Christi) 
advocated by Thomas a Kempis or Johannes Tauler,58 or trying to



become sanctified like Jesus, Christs command to “Take!” conforms 
people into Christ (conformitas Christi). Conformity is God’s work, 
similar to a potter shaping the clay (Jer 18:1—6; Isa 29:16). Christs 
command to “Take” his body and blood declares that the important 
action in the sacrament is God working through Christ’s body and 
blood to give people life. God acts and the recipients are conformed 
in Christ. “Take,” therefore, echoes the earlier highlighted words, 
“Listen to Him,” thus reinforcing Luther’s theocentric approach.

Second, throughout his writings the imperative verb “Take” con
veys Luther’s understanding of the words of institution. In his 1523 
Treatise on the Lord’s Supper, he stated, “we have often said that 
the chief and foremost thing in the sacrament is the word of Christ, 
when he says: ‘Take and eat, this is my body which is given for 
you.’”59 Here, his “theology of the word”60 is so strong that he later 
states in the same treatise that the whole gospel is found in the 
words, “Take and eat, this is my body.”61 “Everything depends on 
the Word,”62 for it proclaims the forgiveness of sin and makes that 
forgiveness a reality. Thus, it is the “Word” added to the elements 
that make something a sacrament. The elements alone do not con
stitute the sacrament.63 In a 1527 letter, which Luther wrote after the 
murder of two supporters of the Reformation, he pointed people to 
the sacrament, where they would encounter Christ and his gospel: 
“Here stand the lean and bare words of the gospel, ‘Take, eat; this is 
my body, given for you.’”64

Third, Luther recognized that “Take” was an imperative verb, 
meaning that what is being given is essential, for it is something that 
the human does not possess. God alone can bestow the life-giving, 
community-creating forgiveness of sin through Word and sacra
ment. Humanity can only receive what is given.Thus, in a 1526 trea
tise on the Lord’s Supper, Luther bluntly stated, “There you hear it, 
expressed in clear German: he commands you to take his body and 
blood. Why? For what reason? Because the body is given for you 
and the blood is poured out for you.”65 The only human response 
possible to Christ’s command is to take what is offered. Echoing 
his stubborn arguments at the Marburg Colloquy, Luther believed 
the imperative verb, “Take,” gives no room to do anything else.66 As 
early as 1520, Luther commented, “This word of God [Take, eat. . .]



is the beginning, the foundation, the rock, upon which afterward 
all works, words, and thoughts of man must build. This word man 
must gratefully accept.”67 The highlighted word “Take” does not 
focus on the receiving action of the person, but on the commanding 
action of Christ. As with creation, God’s Word creates and brings 
life and community into being.

Fourth, Luther stressed the word “Take” for pastoral reasons. 
Contrary to Martin Bucer and others who argued that only the 
godly or those believers who feel unworthy would receive Christ’s 
true presence in the bread and wine, while the ungodly ate only 
bread and wine, Luther claimed that the validity of the sacrament 
was not dependent on the piety of the recipient or the presider.68 
He stated, “Imperatives are of two kinds: one kind where faith is 
presupposed, such as Matthew 2i[:2i] on the moving of moun
tains. . . . The other kind comprises the passages where faith is 
not presupposed, such as these words in the Supper, “Take, eat,” for 
here even the unworthy and unbelieving eat Christ’s body, as Judas 
and many of the Corinthians did.”69 Luther interpreted the “Take” 
as a reality-creating imperative, a command of God that does not 
require a corresponding human response to make the command 
valid. Rather, it is all about God acting to create a new reality and 
a new community.

Finally, Luther emphasized the command “Take” to address the 
specific pastoral problem of his parishioners’ fears about receiving 
the sacrament without proper preparation. He addressed this in 
a very pastoral way in his Small Catechism, where he advised that 
“Fasting and bodily preparation are in fact a fine external disci
pline, but a person who has faith in these words,‘given for you’ and 
‘shed for you for the forgiveness of sins,’ is really worthy and well 
prepared. However, a person who does not believe these words or 
doubts them is unworthy and unprepared, because the words ‘for 
you’ require truly believing hearts.”70 What was important was what 
God declares, what Christ offers, because what Christ does, what 
Christ gives, is what is transformative. Luther recognized that to 
“Take” what is thrust into one’s hands is the only proper preparation 
for the sacrament.To “Take” the bread and cup is to taste the gospel 
and encounter Christ.



Conclusion

These highlighted texts, marked by capitalizing every letter in a 
word or phrase in the 1534 Luther Bible, are not random or coin
cidental. Rather, they reveal Luther s single-minded determination 
to draw the eyes of evangelical preachers to the foundational theo
logy of the Word. Luther was instructing preachers to begin their 
theological investigations by hearing God’s Living Word, rather than 
looking for human wisdom. He enjoined them not to deviate from 
the simple and clear definition of the gospel. These highlights pro
vided key words to shape the sacramental piety of their congre
gations upon the externally proclaimed word of Christ, this living 
word of the gospel (viva vox evangelii).

Furthermore, Luther used these emphasized texts to provide a 
concise summary of the whole biblical message of salvation. Begin
ning with an emphasis on the Word as a voice that speaks and makes 
life possible by destroying wrath and bringing healing, he moves on 
to the imperative, “Listen to Christ,” thus establishing a theocentric 
starting place for all theology. This allows the church to discover 
and hear the gospel message—namely, that God forgives sins. This 
gospel is obtained, not by works or cooperative efforts, but solely 
because God has determined to place this gospel in the ears, hearts, 
and hands of people, even as Christ commands people to “Take” it.

The decision to highlight these words and phrases indicate that 
this was the fundamental message that Luther wanted to impart to 
preachers of the Word. For him, this gospel message of the living 
“Word” was simple: “Listen to Christ,” who declares “your sins are 
forgiven you” through preaching, in the waters of baptism, and in the 
sacrament, even as you “Take” the means of grace offered, regardless 
of your personal sense of piety, for life and salvation. Experiencing 
the gospel in scripture is encapsulated for Luther in these high
lighted words of the 1534 Bible. Gathering the highlighted phrases 
together, a clear message emerges: the living “WORD” (WORT) 
speaks, so “LISTEN TO HIM” (DEN SOLTIR HOREN) declare 
that he FORGIVES SIN (SUNDE VERGIBT), while telling us 
to TAKE (NEMET) and eat his very body and drink from his 
cup of salvation. Thus, Luther s highlighting begins with Word and



concludes with sacrament. Even scripture itself is to be heard and 
experienced, and not simply read. A person does not just hear the 
gospel of forgiveness, life, and salvation, but tastes and experiences 
it. This is the gospel one encounters in scripture, highlighted for all 
to hear, taste, and see.
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