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Before You Read and Listen 

It is probably just a coincidence that the New Bach Edi8on of the St. John Passion by J. S. Bach (1685–

1750) divides Bach’s masterwork into the same number of movements as there are days in Lent. The 

present volume places the forty movements of the St. John Passion as a literary stencil over the forty 

weekdays of Lent (Ash Wednesday through Holy Saturday) to create a daily “listening lec8onary” for 

Lent. I pray that this careful and deliberate approach to Bach’s masterwork—forty movements in forty 

days—will assist you, the reader/listener, in your Lenten piety as you behold the life-giving cross, on 

which was hung the salva8on of the world. 

To use this volume, first select a non-Communion office from Lutheran Service Book (hereinaYer LSB). 

Bach first premiered this work within the Order of Vespers, but there are several op8ons to choose 

from, such as Responsive Prayer I, Responsive Prayer II, and Daily Prayer—For Individuals and Families.  

Second, select a recording of the St. John Passion from a plethora of op8ons. As I wrote these 

medita8ons, I was listening to the recording by the RIAS Kammerchor and the Akademie für Alte 

Musik Berlin (2016) on iTunes. If you wish to see the musicians, then consider the recording by the 

Bach Collegium Japan, which includes English sub8tles: heps://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=SiKgrevzT-g. Hopefully your recording will label the movements 1—40 for ease of reference, but 

please be aware that some recordings follow a different numerical scheme. 

Third, pray the non-Communion office every weekday during Lent, inser8ng the text of the St. John 

Passion (printed at the top of each medita8on) as the reading for the day. Ideally you will listen to a 

good recording of the movement assigned to that day—the first movement for the first Day of Lent, 

the second movement for the second day of Lent, etc.—and follow the English transla8on. I invite you 

to clear away all distrac8ons, use your best sound equipment, and give Bach’s lengthy work a fair 

hearing.  

The medita8on that follows the reading should be inserted into the daily office as a short sermon or 

homily. The prayer at the boeom of each medita8on might be prayed as a conclusion to the 

medita8on or be inserted into the prayers of the daily office. I invite you to listen closely to the music, 

which serves as the living voice of the gospel; to sing along, especially as you hear familiar hymn 

tunes; and finally, to pray repeatedly, revisi8ng these texts any 8me of year, but especially during holy 

Lenten8de. 

Special thanks are due to Daniel Reuning in Fort Wayne, whose annual performances of the St. John 

Passion within the Lutheran Vespers has kept this work alive for so many in the Lutheran Church—

Missouri Synod. William Weinrich’s monumental three-volume commentary on the Gospel of John, 

along with his thoroughly churchly and sacramental understanding of the text, con8nues to enrich 

(and challenge!) me and all who enjoy patris8c studies and the occasional cigar. Burnell F. Eckardt Jr.’s 

book, Every Day Will I Bless Thee: Medita?ons for the Daily Office shaped my theological and literary 

approach to this volume, preaching Christ with great economy of words. Finally, thanks to Jeffrey Horn 

and the faithful flock at Gloria Dei Lutheran in Escondido, CA, for joining me in the early stages of this 

volume to pray that God would “cast the bright beams of light upon [His] Church, that being 

enlightened by the doctrine of thy blessed apostle and evangelist Saint John may come to the light of 

everlas8ng life” (Collect for St. John, Apostle and Evangelist).  

Brian Hamer 

The Feast of St. John, Apostle and Evangelist 2022 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SiKgrevzT-g.%2520
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SiKgrevzT-g.%2520


The First Day of Lent 

Ash Wednesday 

22 February 2023 

Chorus: Lord, our Master 

 Lord, our Master, 

 Whose glory fills every land! 
    Show us by Your Passion 
    That you, the true Son of God, 
    Triumph even in the deepest humiliation. 

The reading of the Passion of our Lord begins with a brief prologue. The most ancient one for St. John 

is certainly the following prologue, da8ng from the earliest days of the church: “The Passion of our 

Lord Jesus Christ according to John,” followed by a reading of St. John chapters 18 and 19. The 1725 

version of J. S. Bach’s (1685–1750) St. John Passion was introduced with the hymn, “O Man, Bewail 

Your Grievous Sin.” But the faithful who gathered for Good Friday Vespers in Leipzig in 1749 (just one 

year before Bach’s death) heard the chorus printed above, “Lord, our Master.” It is a perfect 

introduc8on to Bach’s St. John Passion and to our Lenten journey.  

The opening chorus for full choir and orchestra cites the first and last verses of Psalm 8, thereby 

serving as an an8phon or thema8c statement for this chorus. Psalm 8, appropriately dedicated “To the 

Choirmaster,” extols the Lord as the Creator, that is, as the One who has set His glory above the 

heavens and whose name is majes8c through all the earth. The intervening Psalm verses, though not 

included in this chorus, describe the good giYs of crea8on (heaven and earth, moon and stars, etc.) 

and how God has given man, as the crown of crea8on, dominion over His handiwork. Indeed, His 

name is renowned throughout the heavens and the earth, for He created all things for His glory and 

for your enjoyment. 

The second por8on of the chorus (“Show us by Your Passion,” etc.) shiYs the focus from the Father’s 

work of crea8on to the Son’s redemp8on of crea8on. God’s glory is above the firmament, but He does 

not leave His glory there. The introduc8on to John’s Gospel (1:1–14), proclaims the good news that 

the Word of the Father became flesh and dwelt among us. Similarly, this chorus preaches the good 

news that the very Son of God, begoeen of the Father from eternity, was made noble precisely in His 

humilia8on. He opted for mockery over praise and scourging instead of adora8on. But as our Lenten 

journey demonstrates every year, God’s highest glory is to redeem your flesh by giving His own flesh 

into suffering and death (John 12:27, 32–33), thereby restoring the splendor of crea8on. 

Hear the full strength of the law and the full consola8on of the gospel in this opening chorus! The 

dissonance in the oboes—evident from the opening measure—creates a sense of tension that is fivng 

for the rejec8on of the Creator. The pulsing in the lower registers of the chamber orchestra sounds like 

a hearth fran8cally reac8ng to the awful price of sin, as sure as placing ashes on your forehead today 

is the fullest expression of the law. But the chorus sings richest and purest gospel, proclaiming the 

good news that the Word incarnate came from heaven, went through the humilia8on of the cross, and 

returned to heaven. And you, too, shall pass through death to the joys of eternal life with God.  

Christ, our God, who by death did trample death, who, being One of the Holy Trinity, 

is glorified with the Father and the Holy Spirit, save me! Amen.  



The Second Day of Lent 

23 February 2023 

Evangelist, Jesus, Chorus: When Jesus had spoken these words 

When Jesus had spoken these words, he went out with his disciples to the brook Kidron, where 
there was a garden, which he and his disciples entered. 2 Now Judas, who betrayed him, also 
knew the place, for Jesus often met there with his disciples. 3 So Judas, having procured a band 
of soldiers and some officers from the chief priests and the Pharisees, went there with lanterns 
and torches and weapons. 4 Then Jesus, knowing all that would happen to him, came forward 
and said to them, “Whom do you seek?” 5 They answered him, “Jesus of Nazareth.” Jesus said to 
them, “I am he.” Judas, who betrayed him, was standing with them. 6 When Jesus said to 
them, “I am he,” they drew back and fell to the ground. 7 So he asked them again, “Whom do 
you seek?” And they said, “Jesus of Nazareth.” 8 Jesus answered, “I told you that I am he. So, if 
you seek me, let these men go.”— St. John 18:1–8 

AYer a short introductory movement, the narra8ve shiYs to longer sec8ons of the Passion, named for 

where they took place. St. John begins in the garden, a place where God tradi8onally reveals the 

strength of the law and the consola8on of the gospel throughout the biblical narra8ve. 

The Brook Kidron, literally “winter-flowing stream,” is more than a passing detail along the way. For 

Mar8n Luther, Jesus was crossing his own Rubicon, that is, crossing a significant threshold (think, for 

instance, of Israel traversing the River Jordan) with profound significance: it was His last crossing 

before His passion. Also significant is the garden. The other evangelists call it “Gethsemane,” but John 

omits the name, perhaps to encourage you to think of the Garden of Eden and its restora8on in Christ.  

As the first garden in the Bible was invaded by the serpent, so this garden was tainted by the spiritual 

sons of Satan, as depicted by Bach’s sudden shiY to minor chords at the men8on of Judas. Jesus had 

just told Judas, “Do quickly what you must do,” (John 13:27) and Judas obeyed straightaway, fleeing 

into both visceral and spiritual darkness. Then Jesus immediately said, “Now the Son of Man has been 

glorified” (John 13:31), proclaiming yet again the good news that His glorifica8on begins not in His 

signs of power or in any earthly trophies, but in the most infamous kiss of betrayal in human history.  

The music of this movement thus far is a basic musical recita8on of the narra8ve, sung by a single 

tenor (the higher men’s voice) with minimal instrumental accompaniment. Jesus’ ques8on, “Who do 

you seek,” sung by the bass (the lower men’s voice), leads to the first crowd or turba chorus, which 

Bach uses whenever groups of people are speaking. The sense of urgency to arrest Jesus is evident as 

all the voices, with full instrumental support, declaim with fervent vigor, “Jesus! Jesus! Jesus of 

Nazareth!” 

Jesus’ reply, “I am he,” is theologically laden. Jesus said that the revela8on of “I am” would occur 

when the betrayer liYed his heel against Him (John 13:18), and so it is fulfilled. Moreover, Jesus 

ueered several “I am” statements in John’s gospel, but the most per8nent one in this context is 

certainly the following claim, which deeply offended the religious establishment: “Before Abraham 

was, I am” (Jn 8:58). Here Jesus takes the Hebrew name, “I am who I am” (Exod 3:14) as a spark of 

Jesus’ divinity pierces the night of betrayal and reveals Him to be the great “I am” made flesh. And He 

willingly goes into cap8vity to release you from slavery and to grant you bap8smal sonship with God 

the Father. 

Vindicate me, O God, and defend my cause against an ungodly people (Ps 43:1). Amen. 



The Third Day of Lent 

24 February 2023 

Chorale: O wondrous love 
  

 O wondrous love, whose depth no heart hath sounded, 

 That brought Thee here, by foes and thieves surrounded! 
 All worldly pleasures, heedless, I was trying 
 While Thou wert dying.  

This movement brings you to the first chorale or German hymn in the St. John Passion. The principal 

text of this choral masterwork is the eighteenth and nineteenth chapters of the Gospel according to 

St. John. But along the way, the anonymous librevst who compiled the text—working closely with the 

composer—inserts several chorale stanzas and a few other poe8c texts to serve as sermonic 

commentary on the Passion narra8ve. 

This par8cular chorale stanza is drawn from the hymn, “O Dearest Jesus, What Law Hast Thou Broken” 

(LSB 439). The author of the text, Johann Heermann (1585–1647), served primarily in Silesia from 

1623 un8l 1638, a devasta8ng 8me of plague, war, and illness for Silesia and for Heermann’s family. 

The area where Heermann served was plundered four 8mes by Roman Catholic forces of the Thirty 

Years’ War. He lost all of his possessions several 8mes and at one point was forced into hiding for 

nearly four months. One biographer rightly described him as “The Silesian Job.” His understanding of 

life under the cross led him to be ranked among the finest German hymn writers between Mar8n 

Luther (1483–1546) and Paul Gerhardt (1607–1676).  

The melody hails from Johann Crüger (1598–1662), who served in the most pres8gious posi8on in 

church music in Germany in his day, Kantor of St. Nicholas Church in Berlin. During the last five years 

of his tenure there, he worked with Paul Gerhardt, the most eloquent Lutheran poet of them all. The 

harmoniza8on is of course by J. S. Bach, who never wrote a hymn text or melody. Rather, Bach 

harmonized, used, and promoted pre-existent texts and tunes, with rich harmonies and various 

musical sevngs for voices and instruments. In sum three men—all named “Johann”—joined forces 

across the years, as it were, to leave you this hymn, including the first chorale stanza in the Johannes 

Passion. 

The choral stanza at hand is sung between Jesus’ arrest in the garden and the Evangelist’s 

proclama8on that Jesus’ arrest fulfills Jesus’ words that He would not lose any of His sheep. How 

fivng to pause and proclaim the wondrous love that “no heart hath sounded” and that brought Jesus 

to the ul8mate expression of God’s love, now “by foes and thieves surrounded.” Under the law, Jesus’ 

sacrificial love stands in contrast to your sin, which keeps you curved in on yourself and your heart set 

on earthly treasures. The contrast between Judas’ pursuit of a few paltry coins and Jesus’ pursuit of 

the heavenly treasure for you and for your salva8on reminds you that Christ, in vivid contrast to 

earthly gain, is your eternal treasure. And He calls you to live a life of repentance, faith, and holy living. 

The German text puts it well: Jesus was led to a “road of torture” (diese Marterstraße¡), for His 

suffering is the priced to be paid for your life of “happiness and joy” (Lust und Freuden). And you, O 

Believer, turn from your life in this world (John 12:25) this Lent as you receive Christ by faith and adore 

His cross.  

And when, dear Lord, before Thy throne in heaven / To me the crown of joy at last is given, 

Where sweetest hymns Thy saints forever raise Thee, I, too, shall praise Thee (LSB 439.15). Amen. 



The Fourth Day of Lent 

25 February 2023 

Evangelist, Jesus: This was to fulfill the word 

9 This was to fulfill the word that he had spoken: “Of those whom you gave me I have lost not 
one.” 10 Then Simon Peter, having a sword, drew it and struck the high priest's servant[c] and cut 
off his right ear. (The servant's name was Malchus.) 11 So Jesus said to Peter, “Put your sword 
into its sheath; shall I not drink the cup that the Father has given me?” – St. John 18:9-11 

“Let these men go!” With these words, Jesus fulfilled the promise that He made in His High Priestly 

Prayer, when He said, “While I was with [the disciples], I kept them in your name, which you have 

given me. I have guarded them, and not one of them has been lost except the son of destruc8on, that 

the Scripture might be fulfilled” (John 17:12).  

See how Christ, your great High Priest in human flesh, drinks the ul8mate cup of sacrifice to save you! The 

two most unique task of the high priest of the Old Testament were ea8ng the Bread of the Presence (Exod 

25:31) and sprinkling blood on the Day of Atonement (Lev 16). Recall that the priests prepared the Bread 

of the Presence, carefully placed it in God’s sanctuary, and ate it in God’s presence. Sacred bread said that 

God was present through ea8ng. Similarly, on the annual Day of Atonement, the high priest entered the 

Holy of Holies and sprinkled the blood of the atonement. As the hymns puts it, “Where the paschal blood 

is poured / Death’s dread angel sheathes its sword” (LSB 633.3 ).  

See how bread and blood come together in John’s portrait of Christ! He mul8plied the loaves in the 

feeding of the 5,000 (John 6:1-15) and gathered twelve baskets of leYovers (John 6:12-13), foreshadowing 

the bread of the Last Supper and the ingathering of God’s people (John 6:14). Thus, the one who brings 

the bread of this life and who is the bread of heaven shall not lose one of His faithful disciples. And the 

same One who provides these giYs from the Father will enter the Holy of Holies of the Father’s presence 

in His death to win the forgiveness that now flows from the chalice to your very lips.  

The music then becomes more drama8c and intense to depict Peter’s feeble aeempt to rescue Jesus. Poor 

Peter. I am reminded of a scene in J. R. R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, which contrasts the culture of life 

(immortal elves, magical bread, etc.) with the culture of death (a ring of absolute power, goblins and orcs, 

etc.). When Gandalf the Wizard leads the nine members of the fellowship out of the mines of Moria, they 

are confronted by a Balrog, the demon of the ancient world. To his companions, armed with tradi8onal 

armor, Gandalf speaks profound words: “Swords are of no use here!” Gandalf must face the ancient 

demon alone, with the other eight members flee for their lives. 

So sheathe your sword, Peter! The evangelist’s ascending melody illustrates the drawing and liYing of the 

sword, while the descending melody on “and cut off his right ear“ (hieb ihm sein recht Ohr ab) depicts the 

striking of Malchus. The physical sword had a place in God’s Old Testament army, the military branch of 

the only true Theocracy in world history (Num 31). But as of this key moment in the Passion, swords of 

steel are of no value here. The only “sword” that remains is the sword of the Spirit (Eph 6:17), the Word of 

God. This divine, two-edged sword con8nues to “cut” into your heart and life, bringing you to repentance 

and preaching Christ to your ears. And because Jesus redirected Peter’s sword to drink the Father’s cup of 

sacrifice, you may drink the cup of life in His blessed Sacrament. 

Soul of Christ, hallow me; body of Christ, save me; blood of Christ, refresh me. Amen. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+18%253A1-15&version=ESV#fen-ESV-26784c


The First Sunday in Lent 

26 February 2023 

An,phon 

“When he calls to me, I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble; I will rescue him and honor him” 

– Psalm 91:15-16 

Lessons 

Genesis 3:1-21; Psalm 32:1-17; Romans 5:12-19; St. Maehew 4:1-11 

Collect of the Day 

O Lord, mercifully hear our prayer and stretch forth the right hand of Thy majesty to defend us from 

them that rise up against us; through Jesus Christ, Thy Son, our Lord, who liveth and reigneth with 

Thee and the Holy Ghost, ever one God, world without end. Amen. 

Hymn of the Day 

“A Mighty Fortress is our God” (LSB 656/657) 

Looking forward to Lent I 

The First Sunday in Lent (Sundays are in Lent, but not of Lent) presents the fullness of man’s fall and 

Christ’s redemp8on, with all three lessons serving, in effect, as a “Baroque trio” of crea8on, fall, and 

redemp8on. The Old Testament lesson, one of the longest in the church year, narrates Adam’s fall into 

sin, which plunged you and all humankind headlong into eternal death. Saint Maehew 4 presents a 

vivid contrast to Genesis 3, as the new and greater Adam, the very Son of God, succeeds where the 

old Adam failed. The Epistle unites both lessons in the Adam-Christ typology: In the old Adam all die; 

in the new Adam all are made alive. The unofficial 8tle for the Sunday in Invocabit, “He will call,” aYer 

the first phrase of the Introit, “When he calls to me, I will answer him.” Throughout these forty days 

the “Alleluia” is omieed, as we poor sinners take 8me to sing “Hosanna,” that is, “Save us now!” 

A look at the Liturgy in Bach’s Leipzig 

The season of Lent in Leipzig also began with “He will call” Sunday, but with one notable difference 

from our own Lenten journey: the Leipzig sources curiously say nothing about Ash Wednesday, so Lent 

I was in prac8cal terms the beginning of Lent. Lent was observed as a strict 8me of fas8ng in the 

fullest sense of the word, for the faithful fasted not just from rich meats and sweet breads, but also 

from music, which was strictly forbidden by the government. Moreover, all excesses in costly food and 

drink, indeed, anything that might lead to voluptuousness and luxury and therefore hinder Chris8an 

piety, was strictly off limits. The contrast between Lent and fes8val Sundays at all of the churches in 

Leipzig must have been stark and striking, but J. S. Bach, having been hired the previous summer as 

the third choice of the Town Council, no doubt needed the 8me to focus on a Passion sevng for his 

first Good Friday in Leipzig.  

Hymn–Prayer 

Jesus, I will ponder now / On Your holy passion; 

With Your Spirit me endow / For such medita8on. 

Grant that I in love and faith / May the image cherish 

Of Your suff'ring, pain, and death / That I may not perish. – LSB 440.1 



The FiMh Day of Lent 

27 February 2023 

Chorale: Thy gracious will on earth be done 

 Thy gracious will on earth be done 

 As ‘tis in heaven before Thy throne; 
 Obedience in our weal and woe 
 And patience in all grief bestow. 
 Curb flesh and blood and every ill 
 That sets itself against Thy will. — The Lutheran Hymnal 458.4 

You might recognize this hymn stanza as the fourth stanza of Mar8n Luther’s hymn based on the 

Lord’s Prayer. In contrast to many reformers, whose hymns were ephemeral and flee8ng, Mar8n 

Luther built on ancient treasures, such as Psalms, cateche8cal texts, and liturgical texts. In this case, 

he adapted the Lord’s Prayer into a nine-stanza hymn: one for the introduc8on to the Lord’s Prayer, 

one for each of the seven pe88ons, and one for the doxological conclusion.  

See how the words “Thy will” (Dein will . . . will tut!) serve as textual bookends to this stanza and 

therefore as the primary theme. The phrase “God’s will,” however, has not fared well in modern 

American evangelicalism. Books aplenty, appropriately classified as “self-help” on the book shelf, 

encourage you to seek God’s will regarding everything from how to become a beeer you to how to 

find the best parking spot at the mall. But Chris8an consumerism deals more with free will than God’s 

will.  

So what is this stanza proclaiming to you at this point in the St. John Passion? Mar8n Luther explains 

the Third Pe88on in Sec8on III of his Small Catechism:  

 How is God’s will done?  

God’s will is done when He breaks and hinders every evil plan and purpose of the devil, the 

world, and our sinful nature, which do not want us to hallow God’s name or let His kingdom 

come; and when He strengthens and keep us firm in His Word and faith un8l we die. This is His 

good and gracious will. 

Under the law, the unholy “triad”—the devil, the world, and your own sinful flesh—would have Jesus 

avoid the cup of suffering for your sins and encourage Peter to fight a losing baele with his sword. 

These three great enemies of God’s people likewise tempt you every day to ask why bad things 

happen to good people, instead of beholding the life-giving cross and asking why good things happen 

to bad people. This Lent, consider that good things happen to bad people because of one truly good 

Man.  

But even without your prayer, God’s will and grace always prevail in your life. The Father’s will 

prevailed before His throne when Christ willingly went to the cross of suffering. He gives you strength 

when you are weak and “pa8ence in all grief.” God’s giYs. Your pe88ons. How fivng that the melody 

meanders up and down, with ascending lines to depict your prayer and descending lines to depicts 

God’s giYs coming down from heaven to keep you “firm in His Word and faith un8l [you] die.” This is 

God’s good and gracious will!  

When life’s brief course on earth is run / And I this world am leaving, 

Grant me to say: “Thy will be done,” By faith in Thee s?ll cleaving (TLH 517.4). Amen. 



The Sixth Day of Lent 

28 February 2023 

Evangelist: So the band of soldiers 

12 So the band of soldiers and their captain and the officers of the Jews[a] arrested Jesus and 
bound him. 13 First they led him to Annas, for he was the father-in-law of Caiaphas, who was 
high priest that year. 14 It was Caiaphas who had advised the Jews that it would be expedient that 
one man should die for the people. – St. John 18:12–14 

The intrigue surrounding Annas and Caiaphas is worthy of its own mini-series! Having been led by a 

coali8on of Roman and Temple guardsmen from the garden back to Jerusalem, we read that they led 

Jesus first to Annas, “the father-in-law of Caiaphas, who was high priest that year” (John 18:13). Why 

did they lead him first to Annas? This begs the ques8on of the rela8onship between Annas and 

Caiaphas, as well as the rela8onship between Judaism and the Roman empire.  

Here’s what we know for sure: Annas was a former high priest, father of five high priests, and the 

influen8al father-in-law of the current high priest, Caiaphas. The curiosity of historians ancient and 

modern is compounded by Annas having been removed from his office by the Romans about fiYeen 

years before Jesus’ arrest. Under normal circumstances high priests were appointed annually (John 

11:49; 18:13), even though the office was meant to be held for life. But the Romans took over the 

appointment process, which reflects the tensions between Judaism and the Romans. We also know 

that Judaism had a high regard for patriarchy, so it would not be surprising for them to consult the 

elder Annas before moving on to Caiaphas.  

Even more important than these historical details, however, is how this scene benefits you and bears 

fruit in your life. “One man should die for the people.” You probably want to say, “Amen, Amen!” – but 

in a way that Caiaphas never imagined! As an opponent of Jesus, he spoke these words in an earlier 

exchange with some priests and some Pharisees (John 11:46-50). They asked Caiaphas about Jesus’ 

miracles and how to respond to them, saying, “If we let [Jesus] go on like this, everyone will believe in 

him, and the Romans will come and destroy both our holy place and our na8on” (John 11:48). 

Caiaphas was encouraging a sacrifice of poli8cal expedience, rather than the all-atoning sacrifice. But 

again, his words are correct: one man will die for the sins of the people.  

One is reminded here of the breastplate worn by the high priest of the Old Testament. Recall that the 

breastplate had twelve stones, one for each tribe of Israel (Exod 28:6-14). So when the Aaronic priest 

conducted the “word and sacraments” of the Old Testament, he was doing everything for the people. 

Especially on the annual Day of Atonement (Lev 16), one man embodied every man as he entered the 

Holy of Holies and sprinkled the blood of the atonement for the people. The author of Hebrews says 

that Christ, your great high priest, “entered once for all into the holy places, not by means of the blood 

of goats and calves, but by means of his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemp8on” (Heb 9:12).  

Listen for a large melodic leap up to the word “man” (Mensch), highligh8ng the importance of the one 

Christ. Also no8ce the drama8c slowing down (known as “ritardando”) on the verb “die” (umbracht, 

“to be broken [to the point of death]”), encouraging you to linger at the cross for a while this Lent.  

What Thou, my Lord, hast suffered was all for sinners’ gain; 

Mine, mine was the transgressions, But Thine the deadly pain (LSB 450.3). Amen. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+18%253A12-24&version=ESV#fen-ESV-26786a


The Seventh Day of Lent 

1 March 2023 

Alto: From the cords of my sin 

 From the cords of my sin, 
 in order to untie me 
 my Savior is bound. 
    From the infections of wickedness 
    in order to heal me 
    He bears His wounds. 

This is the first aria in the St. John Passion. Adapted from the word for “air” (i.e., a melody) an aria is 

an extended solo for a trained singer that allows you, the hearer of the sacred music, to pause and 

meditate on the text, oYen repea8ng the first sec8on for further medita8on. 

This anonymous poem builds on the language of Jesus’ arrest. Picture Jesus (to use modern terms) in 

handcuffs, leg irons, and an orange jump suit that says “RJDC” on the back – Roman and Jewish 

Department of Correc8ons. He is being led like a leashed animal, about to encounter the ul8mate 

kangaroo trial, to be denied by a close follower, to undergo untold suffering, and to suffer the death of 

an insurrec8onist. What does this mean for you and for your salva8on?  

Recall Jesus’ parabolic saying about the strong man: “Or how can someone enter a strong man's house 

and plunder his goods, unless he first binds the strong man? Then indeed he may plunder his 

house” (Mae 12:29). That is to say, “How can I, the strongest Man, enter Satan’s worldly domain and 

plunder his goods unless I first bind Satan by removing the s8ng of death? Only then may I plunder his 

goods.” 

The poe8c text of this aria echoes the same themes as this short parable of Jesus. On your own, you 

are bound to the “cords of [your] sin” and “the infec8ons of wickedness.” You inherited Adam’s sin and 

you cannot free yourself from the cords of sin any more than you can raise yourself from the dead. 

Musically, did you hear how the two oboes play the same music, with one slightly behind the other? 

This is a musical form known as the canon (literally “law”), in which the second voice is bound to 

imitate the first, as sure as you are “Fast bound [to] Satan’s chains” (TLH 387.2).  

Jesus, led away like a common criminal, willingly goes to His suffering to un8e the cords of sin that 

once bound you to eternal death. Consider the following “voice of Christ” text from one of Luther’s 

hymns: “The foe shall shed My precious blood, Me of My life bereaving” and “All this I suffer for thy 

good” (TLH 387.8). And what are the “goods” in Jesus’ parabolic saying about the strong man? What 

does Jesus come to claim? You, Dearly Beloved! Yes, you are the goods or treasure created by God, 

stolen by Satan in the fall into sin, and now reclaimed by Christ as He suffers all for your sake.   

The two-fold use of “from” (von) in the text of this aria is a type of prayer known as a depreca8on, 

that is, a pe88on to avert sin and danger by prayer. You, otherwise fast bound in Satan’s kingdom, pray 

for release from sin and death and to be kept safe in the nail-pierced hands of Jesus. 

From all sin, from all error, from all evil; 

From the cords of my sin, from the infec?on of wickedness,  

and from everlas?ng death: Good Lord, deliver me. Amen. 



The Eighth Day of Lent 

2 March 2023 

Evangelist: Simon Peter followed 

 Simon Peter followed Jesus, and so did another disciple. – St. John 18:15 

This is one of the shortest movements the St. John Passion and of Bach’s en8re repertoire. There are 

two possible reasons for this almost tantalizingly brevity. Recall that the librevst who compiled the 

text (working closely with the composer) pauses at key points in the narra8ve to insert poe8c texts 

(arias and chorales) to interpret the biblical text. The idea of following Jesus is a fivng 8me to pause 

and explore the cost of discipleship, which occurs in the next movement.  

Another possible reason is the old adage that “less is more.” The movement is so brief—only half of a 

Bible verse, a few seconds in most recordings, and shorter than most tweets—that it tends to highlight 

itself, for every word is pregnant with meaning. Whatever the reason for the brevity, let us pause mid-

week during Lent I and briefly consider the discipleship of Peter and John and how, aYer some slips 

along their own roads of following Jesus, were faithful unto death.  

Peter followed Jesus and, as you know, denied Jesus as impetuously as he had vowed never to leave 

Jesus. Recall from John 13 that Jesus said to Peter, “Where I am going you cannot follow me now, but 

you will follow aYerward” (v. 36) – a veiled prophecy of Peter’s own martyrdom. Looking ahead in the 

biblical narra8ve, Peter’s threefold denial was “offset,” so to speak, by his threefold charge to feed the 

flock (21:15-19), which Peter did faithfully in the early days of the church. The hymn “By All Your Saints 

in Warfare” gives words of thanksgiving and admoni8on to you and all the sheep in God’s liele flock:  

 Praise for Your great apostle / So eager and so bold, 

 Thrice falling, yet repentant, Thrice charged to feed Your fold. 

 Lord, make Your pastors faithful / To guard Your flock from harm, 

 And hold them when they waver / With Your almighty arm. -- LSB 517.10 

In contrast to Peter, John neither denied nor deserted Jesus. Together with the Mother of our Lord, he 

stood faithfully at the foot of the cross. Jesus gave her into his keeping. According to church tradi8on, 

Mary lived with John un8l her death. AYer Pentecost, John lived for a 8me in Jerusalem and 

eventually seeled in Ephesus. It was there that he wrote his three leeers, Revela8on, and the Gospel 

which bears his name and gave birth to Bach’s St. John Passion. According to church tradi8on, he was 

the only Apostle not to be martyred, although he suffered during his exile in Patmos, as the hymn 

relates: 

 For Your belov’d disciple / Exiled to Patmos’ shore, 

 And for his faithful record, We praise You evermore. 

 Praise for the mys8c vision / Through him to us revealed; 

 May we, in pa8ence wai8ng, With Your elected be sealed. – LSB 517.8 

And you, as a faithful follower of Jesus, follow in their steps as you “suffer all, even death” (as the 

Confirma8on Rite puts it) rather than fall away from the faith once delivered to all the saints. 

For these passed on before us, We offer praises due 

And, walking in their footsteps, Would live our lives for you (LSB 517.4). Amen. 



The Ninth Day of Lent 

3 March 2023 

Aria: I follow you with eager steps 

 I follow you with eager steps 

 and will not forsake You, 
 my light and my life. 
    Assist Thou [my] path 
    and do not cease Thyself 
    to draw me, push me, entreat me. 

Yesterday’s medita8on discussed the history of Peter and John following Jesus aYer His arrest. Today’s 

devo8onal text discusses the theology of discipleship, that is, what it means for you to follow Jesus. 

See how the anonymous text, apparently wrieen specifically for the St. John Passion, applies the 

concept of discipleship or following to you, the hearer of the narra8ve. The first half of the text 

paraphrases Peter’s bold asser8on to follow Jesus, come what may, but places the text in your mouth 

as your own confession of faith. Christ is your light and your life, so following Him keeps you on the 

narrow way that leads to eternal life. The flutes begin the melody. The soprano echoes the melody, a 

simple yet profound portrait of following Christ, your Head. 

And yet, this path is not without its stumbling blocks and even perilous threats. Thus you are given 

here to pray to Jesus (remember: this text is your prayer!) to carry you along the path, to be there for 

you without ceasing, and to draw, push, and entreat you on the path of life. The music takes a brief 

but drama8c turn to paint this part of the text—to draw me, push me, entreat me—as if depic8ng 

how Christ, the Good Shepherd, uses the crook of the Law to call you to repentance to save you from 

going astray and to set you back on the road to eternal life when you stray.  

One is reminded here of Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906--1945), the Lutheran pastor, theologian, and spy 

who was martyred in World War 2 for his role in the Valkyrie plot to kill Hitler. His book, The Cost of 

Discipleship (Nachfolge = “following”), along with Mere Chris?anity by C. S. Lewis, is certainly among 

the “desert island books” of the Chris8an faith. Wri8ng during a 8me of severe persecu8on for the 

Church, Bonhoeffer famously wrote of discipleship, “When Christ calls a man He bids him come and 

die.” That is to say, you, O Disciple, must die to your sinful self through repentance, bear your cross of 

suffering for the sake of the Gospel, and con8nually follow Jesus through death to eternal life. 

Bonhoeffer wrote his words in the 1930s. They were fulfilled in greatest measure for him when he was 

hung from the gallows in a German death camp just aYer the Second Sunday of Easter in 1945.  

There is one more aspect to the music that is striking to me. Did you no8ce how joyful it sounds? Two 

buoyant flutes play a joyful, dance-like melody in 3/8 meter (think of a waltz) and in a major key. 

Meanwhile the soprano—considered to be a symbol of human prayer in Bach’s day—floats effortlessly 

above the modest cadre of instruments. This music says that your journey, though beset with danger, 

is taken “with joy” (mit Freuden), for “you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God” (Col 

3:3). What’s more, “If you have died with Him, you will also live with Him” (2 Tim 2:11). 

Blessed Jesus, Son of God . . . Guide me that I never may / From Your fold or pastures stray, 

But with zeal and joy exceeding / Follow where Your steps are leading (LSB 692.1). Amen. 



The Tenth Day of Lent 

4 March 2023 

Evangelist, Servant Girl, Peter, Jesus, Servant: Since that disciple was known 

Since that disciple was known to the high priest, he entered with Jesus into the courtyard of the 
high priest, 16 but Peter stood outside at the door. So the other disciple, who was known to the 
high priest, went out and spoke to the servant girl who kept watch at the door, and brought Peter 
in. 17 The servant girl at the door said to Peter, “You also are not one of this man's disciples, are 
you?” He said, “I am not.” 18 Now the servants and officers had made a charcoal fire, because it 
was cold, and they were standing and warming themselves. Peter also was with them, standing 
and warming himself. 19 The high priest then questioned Jesus about his disciples and his 
teaching. 20 Jesus answered him, “I have spoken openly to the world. I have always taught in 
synagogues and in the temple, where all Jews come together. I have said nothing in 
secret. 21 Why do you ask me? Ask those who have heard me what I said to them; they know 
what I said.” 22 When he had said these things, one of the officers standing by struck Jesus with 
his hand, saying, “Is that how you answer the high priest?” 23 Jesus answered him, “If what I 
said is wrong, bear witness about the wrong; but if what I said is right, why do you strike me?”  

– St. John 18:15-23 

This scene is a literary tug of war between Peter’s denial and Jesus’ trial before the high priest. This 

“split screen” approach serves to reveal the strength of the law and the consola8on of the gospel. 

  

Peter thought he was faithfully fulfilling his promise to follow Jesus, but he was about to make one of 

the most notorious denials in church history. Did you no8ce how the music becomes very drama8c at 

the first men8on of the servant girl (die Magd)? Here is a turning point for Peter. This anonymous 

young lady posed no intrinsic threat to Peter. But her preference for extroversion, combined with an 

evening of messianic fervor and hatred for the truth, escalated Peter’s risk. Peter’s denial is abrupt 

and direct, both in text and in music: “I am not!” Peter con8nued warming himself by the fire, an 

apparently small detail which will grow in importance aYer Jesus is risen from the dead (more about 

that shortly).  

Meanwhile Jesus stood before the high priest to begin what a later age would call a “heresy trial.” 

Nicodemus said that Jewish Law permieed a hearing for the accused (John 7:51), so the faux high 

priest asked the true High Priest about his teaching and that of his followers. See how Jesus spoke the 

truth, the whole truth, nothing but the truth, for He Himself is the Truth! He indeed taught openly 

before the world in synagogue, temple, and in the open air. The music then changes abruptly at 

“When [Jesus] had said these things” to depict the servant striking Jesus, fulfilling Jesus’ own words 

spoken through Isaiah, “I hid not my face from disgrace and spivng” (Is 50:6). 

And what about the charcoal fire? The only other charcoal fire men8oned in the en8re New 

Testament occurs at Jesus’ resurrec8on appearance in John 21:1-14. AYer catching 153 fish at the 

Lord’s command, the disciples hurried to meet Jesus on the shore, who had made “a charcoal fire in 

place” (John 21:9). Jesus then charged Peter to feed His sheep (John 21:15-19), with both episodes 

linked by the charcoal fire. Similarly, you, O Sinner, have oYen denied your bap8smal iden8ty by your 

sin and have grieved over your sin in repentance. But Christ comes to you in His means of grace, gives 

you faithful pastors to tend to you, His own lamb, and grants you to confess His saving name. As the 

suffrages put it: 

O Lord, endue Thy ministers with righteousness / And make thy chosen people joyful. Amen 



The Second Sunday in Lent 

5 March 2023 

An,phon 

“He remembers his covenant forever, the word that he commanded for a thousand genera8ons.” -- 

Psalm 105:8 

Lessons 

Genesis 12:1-9; Psalm 121; Romans 4:1-8, 13-17; St. John 3:1-17 

Collect of the Day 

O God, who seest that of ourselves we have no strength, keep us both outwardly and inwardly that we 

may be defended from all adversi8es which may happen to the body and from all evil thoughts which 

may assault and hurt the soul; through Jesus Christ, Thy Son, our Lord, who liveth and reigneth with 

Thee and the Holy Ghost, ever one God, world without end. Amen. 

Hymn of the Day 

“Lord, Thee I Love with All My Heart” (LSB 708) 

Looking forward to Lent II 

Several religions claim Abraham as their father, but each in a different way. Islam traces their false 

claim through the second son, Ishmael, and remains in spiritual slavery. Judaism confesses the 

fatherhood of God through Abraham, but remains Sonless. Only Chris8anity has God the Father, God 

the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, as embodied in Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Today’s first two lessons 

focus on the giYs of the Father through the Son to you, His bap8smal sons and daughters. The Gospel 

Lesson from John 3 narrows the focus to Abraham’s final and most important heir, Jesus, who gives 

you new birth through water and the Spirit, even as He “remembers His covenant forever, the word 

that He commanded for a thousand genera8ons” (An8phon). The Hymn of the Day is especially vital 

to our Lenten journey, for the prayer for God to bring you to “Abram’s bosom” will also be our prayer 

on the final day of Lent.  

A Look at the Liturgy in Bach’s Leipzig 

Using the lessons of the “historic” or one-year lec8onary, the Lutherans in Bach’s Leipzig focused on 

the “remembrance” theme today: “Remember [reminiscere], O Lord, Thy tender mercies and Thy 

loving-kindness: for they have been ever of old.” God’s tender mercies are evident in the Epistle (I 

Thess 4:1-7) – especially fivng for the Lenten discipline of prayer, fas8ng, and almsgiving, “For God 

has not called us for impurity, but in holiness” (v. 7). The Gospel in Leipzig was the story of the 

Canaanite woman (Mae 15:21-28), who pleaded to Jesus for the crumbs of His mercy. Her mul8ple 

pe88ons to Jesus were a quasi-Litany, i.e., an extended prayer for God’s giYs. It seems fivng that the 

Litany (LSB 288-289) was chanted aYer the Epistle on every Sunday in Lent, thereby connec8ng holy 

living in the Epistle to the supplica8ons of the faithful, who ever beg for the crumbs of God’s mercy in 

Christ. 

Hymn–Prayer 

Make me see Your great distress / Anguish, and afflic8on, 

Bonds and stripes and wretchedness / And Your crucifixion: 

Make me see how scourge and rod / Spear and nails did wound You, 

How for them You died, O God / Who with thorns had crowned You. – LSB 440.2 



The Eleventh Day of Lent 

6 March 2023 

Chorale: Who is it, Lord, that bruised You?  

 Who is it, Lord, that bruised You?  

Who has so sore abused You 
 And caused You all Your woe?  

We all must make confession  
Of sin and dire transgressions 

 While You no ways of evil know. 

 I caused your grief and sighing 
 By evils multiplying 

As countless as the sands. 
 I caused the woes unnumbered  

With which Your soul is cumbered, 
 Your sorrows raised by wicked hands. – LSB 453.1-2 

This hymn text is stanzas 3 and 4 from Paul Gerhardt’s (1607–1676) hymn, “Upon the Cross Extended” 

(LSB 453). Gerhardt knew suffering quite well. In addi8on to losing his wife, mul8ple children, and his 

Divine Call, he also lived through the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648), the baele between Roman 

Catholic and Protestant armies which decimated much of Europe. This hymn, though not included in 

most Lutheran hymnals, was wrieen at the end of this protracted war, a most fivng 8me to 

contemplate the parallels between Christ’s suffering and ours. Bach uses the same solemn tune that 

you might recognize from Gerhardt’s evening hymn, “Now Rest beneath Night’s Shadow” (LSB 880).  

The first stanza above (stanza 3 in the original) allows you, the hearer of the Passion, to enter into 

dialogue with the innocent Jesus as He stands before the high priest: “Who is it, Lord, that bruised 

you,” etc. Here you are given to ponder why the innocent One—“While You no ways of evil know”—is 

treated as the guilty One and rushed to trial, to convic8on, and ul8mately to the death of an 

insurrec8onist: 

“Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God” (I Pet 3:18). 

The second stanza (stanza 4 in the original) answers the ques8ons posed by the first few stanzas. As 

you can imagine, much ink has been spilt through the centuries to answer the ques8on, Who killed 

Jesus? On a human level, He was betrayed by Judas, denied by Peter, tried by unbelievers, sentenced 

by Pilate, and crucified by Roman soldiers. God the Father, of course, ul8mately sent His Son to die for 

you and the Son Himself willingly gave Himself into death. But the emphasis here is the rela8onship 

between your sin and Jesus’ death: “I, I and my sins . . . have provoked the distress that strikes you.”  

And so you, O Sinner, have been wounded by the sin you inherited from Adam. Think on this truth this 

Lent! But you are also saved by the wounds of the new and greater Adam, for it is His very afflic8on 

that saves you from sin and eternal death. From another Gerhardt hymn: “’Go forth, My Son,’ the 

Father said, ‘And free My children from their dread / Of guilt and condemna8on. The wrath and 

s8rpes are hard to bear, But by Your passion they will share / The fruit of Your salva8on’” (LSB 438.2).  

Lord, when Your glory I shall see / And taste Your kingdom’s pleasure, 

Your blood my royal robe shall be, My joy beyond all measure! (LSB 438.4). Amen. 



The TwelMh Day of Lent 

7 March 2023 

Evangelist, Chorus, Peter, Servant: Annas then sent [Jesus] 

24 Annas then sent him bound to Caiaphas the high priest. 25 Now Simon Peter was standing and 
warming himself. So they said to him, “You also are not one of his disciples, are you?” He 
denied it and said, “I am not.” 26 One of the servants of the high priest, a relative of the man 
whose ear Peter had cut off, asked, “Did I not see you in the garden with him?” 27 Peter again 
denied it, and at once a rooster crowed. – St. John 18:24-27 
75 And Peter remembered the saying of Jesus, “Before the rooster crows, you will deny me three 
times.” And he went out and wept bitterly. – St. Matthew 26:75 

See the contrast between Jesus and Peter! Jesus stands up to His ques8oners and denies nothing. 

Peter cowers before his ques8oners and denies everything. But the end of this story—recorded by all 

four Evangelists—is programma8c for your bap8smal life of repentance and restora8on.  

His face probably illumined by the charcoal fire, what started with a young maiden iden8fying Peter as 

a follower of Jesus quickly spread to the crowds, leading to one of Bach’s turba or “crowd” choruses: 

“you also are not one of [Jesus’] disciples, are you?” Hear how Bach masterfully paints a picture of the 

unbelievers gathering around Peter. The musical theme is repeated in rapid succession, producing a 

vivid musical portrait of a highly-charged atmosphere of interroga8on and unrest. 

“And at once a rooster crowed.” AYer three reliable witnesses iden8fied Peter, his heart surely broke 

with agony and he went out and wept bieerly. Listen for a jagged and extended melodic line on the 

words “wept bieerly” (weinete bilerlich), one of the longest and most sorrowful lines in the Passion. 

What does this mean for you and for your salva8on? Consider St. Paul’s words to young Timothy:  

If we died with him, we will also live with him; 

   if we endure, we will also reign with him. 

If we disown him, he will also disown us; 

   if we are faithless, he remains faithful, for he cannot disown himself. — 2 Tim 2:11-13 

Behold the grace of God: outrageous, lopsided, and grossly unfair to the ra8onal human mind! You 

have died with Him through repentance this Lent, so you will live with Him eternally. You have 

endured with Him, so you will also be a co-regent with Him in glory. Conversely, if you disown him to 

the point of losing your faith and dying in unbelief, then you forfeit your eternal salva8on.  

But the most striking feature of Paul’s saying is certainly the final clause, with its unexpected 

gramma8cal and theological “twists.” Even if you are faithless (like Peter in his threefold denial), God 

remains faithful, for He cannot disown himself. Behold the great comfort for you, especially as you 

mourn your most prominent denials of Christ as part of your Lenten discipline. God is faithful. So there 

is no sin that you have commieed that is not covered by Jesus’ blood. As He did for Peter, God liYs you 

up in Christ, restores you to bap8smal sonship, and gives you the peace that passes all understanding. 

O Lord, grant that I may endure everything for the sake of the elect, 

That they too may obtain the salva?on which is in Christ Jesus. Amen. 



The Thirteenth Day of Lent 

8 March 2023 

Tenor: Ah, my soul 

 Ah, my soul, where do you wish to go? 

 Where shall I turn for help? 
 Shall I stay here or do I wish for hill and mountain to overwhelm me? 
  

In the world there is no counsel, 
 and in my heart the pain of my transgression stays 
 for the servant has denied his Lord. 

The text of this aria is from a longer poem by Chris8an Weise (1642–1708), “The Weeping Peter.” Here 

the librevst draws upon the first of five stanzas that capture Peter’s remorse and apply it to your life 

by asking, Where do you go for help in your hour of deepest need?  

The first half of the aria for tenor pictures Peter’s deep remorse and ueer despair over denying his 

Lord. Picture Peter, weeping openly and probably desperately running into the night. Can he go to 

Jesus? He is on trial, although close enough to make eye contact with Peter. He could run to John, but 

the Apostle John, you may recall, was able to go further with Jesus because he was a known en8ty. 

Judas and the en8re priestly establishment are no help, for they were long on ceremonial law, but 

devoid of the forgiveness that Peter so desperately needed. Again, where does Peter turn? Should he 

join the women on the road to the cross, to whom Jesus said, "For behold the days are coming when 

[the barren women] will begin to say to the mountains, ‘Fall on us,’ and to the hills, ‘Cover us’” (Luke 

23:29–30)? 

The second half of the aria dismisses what I like to call “imaginary forgiveness.” In the world—yes, in 

the secular world, hell-bent on its own pleasures, autonomy, and false gods—“there is no counsel.” 

This is most certainly true! For example, have you ever heard someone encourage you to go “down 

into your heart” to find anything from personal contentment to spiritual giYs? Even worse, have you 

heard of the oxymoron “self-forgiveness”? There is no such thing, is there? Seeking forgiveness 

outside the cross leaves you in Peter’s remorse and despair.  

Before answering Peter’s ques8on, consider the form and presenta8on of this aria. The musical form 

or style is a dance in triple meter, known as the sarabande, which was intended for royalty at court. 

How fivng for Peter, who will not find forgiveness apart from the crucified King, which will be the 

focus of the next por8on of the Passion. Moreover, did you feel like the aria was over when the music 

ended? The ending is rather abrupt, offering a quick transi8on into the next movement. I interpret this 

as Bach’s way of encouraging you to move beyond Peter’s lament and go to the divine tribunal where 

your loving King grants the word of absolu8on to you. 

So back to the original ques8on for Peter and for every disciple of Jesus: Where do you go to get full 

and free forgiveness? The answer will gradually unfold as we con8nue our Lenten journey through the 

St. John Passion. This Lent look outside your sinful heart to the cross of Christ. Yes, dwell at the cross 

awhile and consider that the One who suffered for your sin and who brings rich and abundant life to 

you. 

O Lord, thank you for the prophe?c word made sure. Grant that I may hear the word of the cross 

in penitent faith un?l the day dawns and the morning star rises in my heart. Amen. 



The Fourteenth Day of Lent 

9 March 2023 

Chorale: Peter, who does not think back 

 Peter, who does not think back, denies his God, 

 who yet at a solemn glance weeps bitterly. 
 Jesus, also behold me, when I resist repentance; 
 when evil things I have done, stir my conscience.  

Peter’s lament transi8ons quickly into this chorale. As with every chorale or German hymn in the St. 

John Passion, the stanza is carefully chosen from the core hymnody of the Lutheran church and 

perfectly placed within the Passion narra8ve. In this case, stanza 10 of Paul Stockmann’s (1603–1636) 

hymn, “Jesus’ Suffering, Pain and Death,” which was integral to Good Friday services in seventeenth- 

and eighteenth-century German Lutheranism. Chorales serve as congrega8onal reflec8ons on the 

Gospel narra8ve and encourage you, the hearer, to pause and consider Jesus’ person and work, and of 

course to sing along if you are so inclined.  

“Peter, who does not think back” has two possible meanings. It can indicate that Peter denied Jesus 

without thinking, that is, he was out of his mind. Or the phrase can mean that Peter did not remember 

Jesus’ predic8on of Peter’s betrayal (John 13:38). The phrase “denies his God” refers to a brief scene in 

Luke’s Passion, where Jesus turned at looked at Peter at the moment of denial (Luke 22:61). The 

ornamenta8on (i.e., the moving parts) on “weeps bieerly” (bilerlichen weinet) recall that lengthy 

bout of tears on these same words in Movement 12. 

In this hymn stanza, then, Peter serves as a paeern for the congrega8on and for you, invi8ng all the 

faithful to mediate on their own sinfulness. We have already talked about how every sin denies your 

bap8smal iden8ty. Let us sharpen the sword of the Law and expand even further into some ques8ons 

based on the Second Commandment: Is the Lord’s Word evident in my daily speech and conduct, or 

do I curse, speak carelessly, or misuse God’s name? Do I keep all the vows I have made in the Lord’s 

name, such as confirma8on, marriage, or legal vows, etc.? Am I diligent and sincere in my prayers, or 

have I been lazy, bored, or distracted? Do I trust that the Lord God will answer them according to His 

good and gracious will? (from Lutheran Service Book: Pastoral Care Companion, p. 658) Repent!  

The second half of the choral stanza takes the form of a prayer as the believer asks Jesus to behold 

him in grace and favor. In Movement 19, you will be invited to look at Jesus. So the penitent looks at 

Christ in repentance. Christ looks at you, His own dear child, in grace and favor. To paraphrase St. 

Augus8ne, God loves each one of us as if there were only one of us. And even in this bizarre world 

where eye contact is veritably relegated to a bygone, pre-iPhone existence, the Son embraces His 

bap8smal sons—yes, even you—as His own blood brother. 

At this point in the Good Friday Vespers in Leipzig, the preacher would preach on the subject of Jesus’ 

burial from Isaiah 53 or Psalm 22. How comfor8ng that when Jesus was entombed, He buried, as it 

were, your sins in His grave and leY them there, so that He was entombed and your are free. 

To raise those who fall and to strengthen those that stand; 

And to comfort and help the weak hearted and the distressed: 

We implore You to hear us, O Lord. Amen. 



The FiMeenth Day of Lent 

10 March 2023 

Chorale: Christ, who makes us blessed 

 Christ, who makes us blessed no evil committed, 

 who for us was in the night arrested like a thief, 
 brought before godless men and falsely accused, 
 derided, mocked, and spat upon, as the scriptures tell us. 

Following the sermon on Jesus’ burial, the second half of the St. John Passion begins with a chorale. 

This text, along with a stately yet solemn tune in the minor mode, sets the stage for Jesus’ trial before 

Pilate.  

The text is the first stanza of a hymn by Michael Weisse (ca. 1488—1534), who converted to 

Protestan8sm one year aYer Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses and wrote “first-genera8on” vernacular 

hymns, that is, German hymns for German folk within Luther’s life8me. His only regularly sung hymn 

among Lutherans today is probably “This Body in the Grave We lay” (LSB 759), which applies the 

Chris8an theology of death and resurrec8on to the believer. 

“Christ, who makes us blessed” was influenced by the following La8n hymn, part of a cycle of texts 

that coordinated the eight daily prayer hours (star8ng with “Ma8ns [‘of the morning’] hour,” that is, at 

midnight) with the events of Jesus’ Passion—a prac8ce similar to the current volume, which 

coordinates Bach’s choral masterwork with the Lenten season. See how the stanza for midnight 

Ma8ns reminds the worshiper of what happened to Christ at that same hour:  

Circled by His enemies, by His own forsaken, 

Christ the Lord at Ma8n hour / For our sakes was taken: 

Very Wisdom, Very Light, Monarch long expected, 

In the garden by the Jews / Bound, reviled, rejected. 

Building on this text, the first part of “Christ, who makes us blessed” describes His innocence and His 

arrest, but the heart of the chorale text is certainly its descrip8on of all that Jesus endured before 

Pilate. The verbs in the “Christ, who makes us blessed” chorale text coordinate closely with the verbs 

in Jesus’ second Passion predic8on in St. Luke: “[The Son of Man] will be delivered over to the 

Gen8les. They will mock him, insult him and spit on him; they will flog him and kill him.” (Luke 

18:32-33). Listen closely to the final phrases of the chorale for a dissonant melodic line of chroma8c or 

“8ght” melodic steps, which depict the deviousness of those who mocked the Christ.   

See how He did it all for you! He was delivered to the Gen8les that you might be presented to God the 

Father. He was mocked by men, that you might be blessed by God; insulted, that you might be 

encouraged in your faith; spit upon, that you would be smiled upon; flogged, that you might escape 

the punishment that you have deserved; yes, He was killed that you might have life and have it 

abundantly. And He rose from the dead that you might never die eternally. “Christ, who makes us 

blessed” indeed!  

We adore Thee, O Christ, and we bless Thee, 

 Who by Thy holy cross hast redeemed the world; 

Thou who hast suffered death for us, O Lord, have mercy on us. Amen. 

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Author:Jesus_of_Nazareth


The Sixteenth Day of Lent 

11 March 2023 

Evangelist, Pilate, Chorus, Jesus: Then they led Jesus from the house of Caiaphas 

28 Then they led Jesus from the house of Caiaphas to the governor's headquarters. It was early 
morning. They themselves did not enter the governor's headquarters, so that they would not be 
defiled, but could eat the Passover. 29 So Pilate went outside to them and said, “What accusation 
do you bring against this man?” 30 They answered him, “If this man were not doing evil, we 
would not have delivered him over to you.” 31 Pilate said to them, “Take him yourselves and 
judge him by your own law.” The Jews said to him, “It is not lawful for us to put anyone to 
death.” 32 This was to fulfill the word that Jesus had spoken to show by what kind of death he 
was going to die. 33 So Pilate entered his headquarters again and called Jesus and said to 
him, “Are you the King of the Jews?” 34 Jesus answered, “Do you say this of your own accord, 
or did others say it to you about me?” 35 Pilate answered, “Am I a Jew? Your own nation and the 
chief priests have delivered you over to me. What have you done?” 36 Jesus answered, “My 
kingdom is not of this world. If my kingdom were of this world, my servants would have been 
fighting, that I might not be delivered over to the Jews. But my kingdom is not from the world.” 
– St. John 18:29-36 

How cold and calloused is the impenitent heart? As you see here, the heart curved in on itself and set 

against Christ will gladly deliver an innocent One to be crucified, but zealously safeguard the laws of 

purity by not entering the governor’s headquarters! But so it went for several genera8ons of Jews, 

who added their own laws to God’s law and therefore lost track of the gospel itself. Listen for the first 

choral sec8on (i.e., with mul8ple voices)—“If this man were not doing evil,” etc.—wherein Bach 

conveys the unbelievers talking simultaneously through a Baroque figure named Schwärmer or 

swarming, which suggests the swarming of insects and the hum of mul8ple speakers.  

AYer Pilate tried to return Jesus to the Jews, they revealed their true inten8ons: “It is not lawful for us 

to put anyone to death.” The entanglement of Mosaic Law with later Jewish addi8ons complicates the 

scene a bit, but the essence of the narra8ve is clear: the unbelieving Sanhedrin, along with their 

troops and servants, demanded Jesus’ death and nothing less. Bach paints the verb “kill” (töten) with 

five rising small steps, perhaps recalling the FiYh Commandment from the five books of Moses. This 

exchange also fulfills Jesus’ words that He would die high and liYed up on the tree of the cross (John 

12:32-33). 

Thus two kingdoms—one of this world, one from above; one that is temporal, another that is eternal

—collide as Pilate ques8ons Jesus. Pilate stands in con8nuity, for instance, with others in John’s 

Gospel, who secularized Jesus’ lordship by hearing it in earthly terms. AYer the feeding of the 5,000, 

the unbelievers tried to force him to be their “bread king” (John 6:16). At His entry into Jerusalem, the 

crowds hailed him as “the king of Israel” (John 12:13), but their enthusiasm was ul8mately a detour 

around the cross.  

The two kingdoms also converge in Jesus’ dialogue with Pilate. Jesus, sung by the lower men’s voice, 

crosses above Pilate, sung by the higher men’s voice, on the word “kingdom” (Reich). Like Pilate, you 

are a member of the temporal realm, wherein you honor the emperor (1 Pet 2:17). But a higher 

priority than any worldly realm is your bap8smal membership in God’s Kingdom, where cross 

precedes crown.  

O King of the na?ons, the ruler they long for, the cornerstone uni?ng all people: 

Come and save us all, whom You formed out of clay. Amen. 

https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/t%25C3%25B6ten


The Third Sunday in Lent 

12 March 2023 

An,phon 

“Blessed are those whose strength is in you, in whose heart are the highways to Zion.” -- Psalm 84:5 

Lessons 

Exodus 17:1-7; Psalm 95:1-9; Romans 5:1-8; St. John 4:5-26 (27-30, 39-42) 

Collect of the Day 

We beseech Thee, Almighty God, look upon the hearty desires of Thy humble servants and stretch 

forth the right hand of Thy majesty to be our defense against all our enemies; through Jesus Christ, 

Thy Son, our Lord, who liveth and reigneth with Thee and the Holy Ghost, ever one God, world 

without end. Amen. 

Hymn of the Day 

“May God Bestow on Us His Grace” (LSB 823/824) 

Looking forward to Lent III 

The Old Testament and Gospel Lessons for Lent III are a perfect match. The Old Testament gives the 

preliminary sketch of the water of life, as Moses struck the rock at Horeb and “watered” Israel in the 

desert. The Gospel Lesson directs you to the greater flood, the water of salva8on in Christ, in Jesus’ 

extensive conversa8on with the woman of Samaria. Those who drink physical water will thirst again 

soon enough, but those who drink the water of salva8on in Christ “will never be thirsty forever” (v. 

14). The Epistle follows a semi-con8nuous lec8on from Romans 4 and 5 during the first few Sundays in 

Lent, providing a Christ-centered context for the two “outer” lessons. The Hymn of the Day, Mar8n 

Luther’s missionary hymn on Psalm 67, stands in contrast to the triumphalis8c hymns of more recent 

genera8ons (“Go Tell It on the Mountain,” “From Greenland’s Icy Mountains,” etc.) as God remains the 

primary actor and Christ is s8ll at the center, summoning God to bless the na8ons with every giY from 

above. 

A Look at the Liturgy in Bach’s Leipzig 

This Sunday in the historic, one-year lec8onary is known as “Mine eyes” (Oculi mea) Sunday, aYer the 

first words of the Introit, “Mine eyes are ever toward the Lord, for He shall pluck me out of the net.” 

The Epistle (Eph 5:1-9) admonishes you to live in daily repentance and faith, as befits Lenten8de: 

“For at one 8me you were darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Walk as children of light” (v. 8). 

The Gospel (Luke 11:14-28) focuses on the conflict between God and Satan (Beelzebul), a theme 

which began with Jesus’ tempta8on (Lent 1) and will climax in the Garden of Gethsemane when Satan 

tries to detour Jesus form the road to the cross. Meanwhile, the omission of organ playing for the 

Sundays in Lent was probably a relief to Bach. He had only four weeks leY to finish prepara8ons for his 

first major Passion in Leipzig. This would be a high point of the liturgical year and of the heritage of 

Lutheran church music. 

Hymn–Prayer 

Yet, O Lord, not thus alone / Make me see Your passion, 

But its cause to me make known / And its termina8on. 

Ah! I also and my sin / Wrought Your deep afflic8on; 

This indeed the cause has been / Of Your crucifixion. – LSB 440.3 



The Seventeenth Day of Lent 

13 March 2023 

Chorale: O mighty King 

 O mighty King, no time can dim Thy glory! 

 How shall I spread abroad Thy wondrous story? 
 How shall I find some worthy gifts to proffer? 
 What dare I offer? 

 For vainly doth our human wisdom ponder— 
 Thy woes, Thy mercy, still transcend our wonder, 
 Oh, how should I do aught that could delight Thee! 
 Can I requite Thee? – LSB  439.8-9 

Building thema8cally on Jesus’ declara8on that His kingdom is “not of this world” (John 18:36), here 

the librevst once again inserts excerpts from Johann Heermann’s hymn, “O Dearest Jesus, What Law 

Hast Thou Broken.” In spite of His appearance, Jesus is in fact the eternal King on the eternal throne, 

fulfiller of the Davidic line and holder of the scepter of eternal power, world without end. See the 

tension between the eternal nature of Christ’s kingship in the cosmic order (I Tim 1:17; 6:45; Rev 

19:16) and His temporal suffering. Where the religious authori8es saw Jesus as an evil doer, Bach’s 

congrega8on and all the faithful are invited to behold Him this Lent as the eternal King of all crea8on.  

The ques8ons posed in the first stanza above (stanza 8 in the original) remind us that we are beggars 

before the King of kings. What do you and I have to offer the crucified King? Nothing—or at least 

nothing that Jesus needs. While it is temp8ng to conjure sympathy for Jesus as you trace His road to 

the cross, the simple fact is that Jesus does not need your sympathy. You might try to explain the 

rela8onship between God and evil, but all our human explana8ons on how sin entered a perfect world 

will fall far short of God’s revela8on of Himself. And I suppose there is a place for drama8zing the 

Passion, as Passion Plays across the con8nents have done for centuries. But there is more. 

But the second stanza printed above reminds us of the limita8ons of our human wisdom, for the 

mysteries that you ponder this Passion8de are about faith, not human reason. As you listen to the “O 

mighty King” stanza, listen in the lower registers of the orchestra for something called a “walking 

bass,” that is, a series of shorter notes that support the upper three voices and yet that sound rather 

labored. This music depicts human reason laboring in vain to give a giY to the crucified King. But the 

text, forsaking all human reason, draws you to God’s mercy: “Thy mercy,” which “transcend[s] our 

wonder.” That is to say, God’s mercy is meant to be received, not explained; believed, not ra8onalized.  

Using Lutheran Service Book Hymn 439 as a go-by, see how Heermann directs you above all human 

reason to the true fruits and benefits of Jesus’ Passion. How do you ponder Jesus’ Passion this Lent? 

Heermann suggests forsaking “earth’s vain joys” (st. 12), taking up one’s cross: “no cross shall daunt 

me” (st. 13), and relying firmly on God’s grace: “Thou wilt accept my giY in Thy great meekness” (st. 

14). These final stanzas roughly correspond to Jesus’ three-fold command for you to deny your sinful 

self, take up your cross of suffering, and to follow this Jesus, all the way to life eternal (Mark 8:34).  

And when, dear Lord, before Thy throne in heaven / To me the crown of joy at last is given, 

Where sweetest hymns Thy saints forever raise Thee, I, too, shall praise Thee (LSB 439.14). Amen. 



The Eighteenth Day of Lent 

14 March 2023 

Evangelist, Pilate, Jesus: Then Pilate said to him 

37 Then Pilate said to him, “So you are a king?” Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. For 
this purpose I was born and for this purpose I have come into the world—to bear witness to the 
truth. Everyone who is of the truth listens to my voice.” 38 Pilate said to him, “What is truth?” 
After he had said this, he went back outside to the Jews and told them, “I find no guilt in 
him. 39 But you have a custom that I should release one man for you at the Passover. So do you 
want me to release to you the King of the Jews?” 40 They cried out again, “Not this man, but 
Barabbas!” Now Barabbas was a robber. 19:1 Then Pilate took Jesus and flogged him. — St. John 
18:37–19:1 

The most popular day8me talk show host of the late 1900s and early 2000s asked thousands of her 

guests to tell their story with these words: “Tell me your truth.” You see the problem here, don’t you? 

Her presupposi8on, a hallmark of postmodernism, was that there are many truths and they are all 

created equal. Some call it “tribal truth,” that is, a truth for each like-minded group. Thus 

conserva8ves have their truth and progressives have theirs. Other na8ons, even those that legally 

beat and grievously injure wives and children, are considered equal to na8ons where the natural 

family is at the center of life. How many parents, for instance, have spent hundreds of thousands of 

dollars to send their children to secular universi8es, only to learn that there is no such thing as 

absolute truth, a “truth” of which the university (una + veritas = “one truth,” in case you were curious) 

is absolutely certain! 

Pilate’s ques8on—eternal and probing, ontological, and philosophical—was more significant than he 

ever knew: What is truth, King Jesus? What say you? Jesus said to the Jews who believed in Him, “You 

will know the truth and truth will set you free” (John 8:31). This one Divine truth is inextricably linked 

to Jesus’ incarna8on and crucifixion, the “bookends” of Jesus’ ministry in John’s Gospel. Jesus’ reply to 

Pilate echoes this truth of John 8 that He came to this world as Truth Incarnate, that all who hear His 

voice might hear the truth and be set free from sin and eternal death. His claim to one divine truth is 

the reason for His rejec8on by the unbelievers: “But now you seek to kill me, a man who has told you 

the truth that I heard from God” (John 8:40). All other so-called truths lead to death. 

Bach highlights this truth about the Truth with a rising octave on the words “tes8fy to the 

truth” (Wahrheit zeugen), as the tes8mony of the Son rises as incense to God the Father, from whom 

He came. Moreover, all references to the truth are set in the “trumpet key” of D Major, a key of glory 

(think, for instance, of the music to “Now All the Vault of Heaven Resounds”), most fivng for you as 

you hear and believe in One Incarnate Truth and receive life in His name (John 10:27-28). 

This scene ends with the flogging of Jesus, a theme which will shape the next two movements. For 

now, consider the elaborate melisma (two or more notes on one syllable of text) on the words 

“flogged him” (geiselte ihn). There are a remarkable fiYy-three notes on this jagged melisma. Do you 

remember the significance of the number fiYy-three in the Old Testament? It is closely associated with 

Isaiah’s Suffering Servant passage (Isa 52:13– 53:12, i.e., “Isaiah 53”), which, you may recall, was an 

op8onal text for the Good Friday sermon in Leipzig. The fiYy-three notes, spread over an expansive 

range of an octave and a half, depict the good news that Truth Himself fulfills the prophecy of Isaiah 

53 for you. 

O Lord, sanc?fy me in Your truth. Your word is truth. Amen. 



The Nineteenth Day of Lent 

15 March 2023 

Tenor: Consider, my soul 

 Consider, my soul, with timorous pleasure 

 With bitter joy and sad yet heavy heart 
 Your highest good in Jesus’ suffering, 
 As on the thorns that prick him 
 The heaven-key-flowers blossom! 
 You can much sweet fruit from this wormwood break 
 Therefore behold Him without ceasing! 

As you consider the history and fruits of Jesus’ Passion this Lent, how do you react? Your sinful flesh 

might be tempted to take a detour around the cross and avoid all talk of suffering and of course any 

men8on of blood. But then Easter will seem rather hollow, for of what value is the risen Christ without 

the suffering Christ? At the other extreme, some Chris8ans through the centuries have focused solely 

on re-enac8ng the Passion, in some extreme cases actually inflic8ng bodily suffering on one’s self or 

one’s neighbor to try to feel exactly what Jesus endured.  

This anonymous text, however, draws you to the unresolved paradox and ongoing tension that is 

inherent to the suffering Christ. The first part of the aria describes your Lenten piety, with several 

nearly synonymous terms: “8morous pleasure,” “bieer joy,” and perhaps the best descrip8on of 

Lenten piety: “sad yet heavy heart” (und halb beklemmtem Herzen). The sad yet heavy heart is your 

posture at the foot of the cross. But as I have men8oned before, Jesus does not need your sympathy. 

Rather, your heart is sad yet heavy because your sin killed Jesus. And yet, your repentant heart, full of 

confident faith in Jesus, acknowledges with 8morous pleasure and bieer joy “Your highest good in 

Jesus’ suffering,” for He did it all to save you from your sin and to bring you to Him. The overall 

unseeled nature of this contempla8ve aria suggests the bieer joy and penitent heart that is yours as 

you “Go to dark Gethsemane, All who feel the tempter’s pow’r” (LSB 436.1). 

But what, precisely, is the fruit of Jesus’ suffering for you? You now come to what I call the “Scrabble 

Babble,” that is, a deligh~ul tongue-twister that is basically a cross between three German words and 

phlegm: Himmelsschluesselblumen, “heaven-key-flowers,” blooming at the foot of the cross. The 

hearers in Bach’s day would think of the cowslips flower, some8mes called “Keys of Heaven,” aYer 

their resemblance to small keys. The idea of flowering or budding is an image of the third day of 

crea8on, of life, and of resurrec8on (Gen 1:9-13). Moreover, St. John uses the key mo8f in Revela8on 

to depict Jesus’ power to open heaven to you, the believer, and conversely to close heaven to the 

impenitent (Rev 1:18, 3:7). The heaven-key-flowers, then, depicted by an intricate web of rich 

harmonies, proclaim the good news that Jesus is the key and door to paradise, the new Eden, where 

you have new life with God.  

The tenor repeats the call to behold Him “without ceasing” three 8mes, followed by a long cadence—

a profound musical portrait of living your en8re life under the cross, as you behold, believe, and 

receive Him who is your life and salva8on. As one great hymn of the cross puts it:  

Faithful cross, true sign of triumph, Be for all the noblest tree; 

None in foliage, none in blossom, None in fruit thine equal be; 

Symbol of the world’s redemp?on, For the weight that hung on thee! (LSB 454.4). Amen. 



The Twen,eth Day of Lent 

16 March 2023 

Tenor: Consider how His blood-stained back 

 Consider how His blood-stained back 

 in every stripe goes directly to heaven, 
    on which, after the waves of our sin have receded, 
    the most beautiful rainbow remains as a sign of God’s mercy! 

Yesterday’s sacred text, you may recall, was a rela8vely brief arioso, that is, a short aria that usually 

introduces a full-length aria. Today, the mid-point of our Lenten journey, you encounter what 

yesterday’s text prepared you for, that is, the “rainbow” on Jesus’ blood-stained back. 

The music, you might agree, is in8mate, medita8ve, and introspec8ve. Long, drawn-out vowels give 

the impression of ac8ve and extensive contempla8on. But the stripes on Jesus’ back also invite some 

rich imagery from the composer. Key words through the text (“consider,” “heaven,” “blood-stained 

back,” etc.) are essen8ally “torn up” by rapid notes in the instrumental parts, a further reminder of 

the brutal scourges of the Roman soldiers. Taken together, you, the hearer, consider the heavenly 

fruits of Jesus’ suffering, while the instruments remind you of the history of Jesus’ Passion.  

The second part of the text (star8ng at the words “on which”) draws upon imagery from the flood 

narra8ve in Genesis 6—8. Recall that Noah and his family repopulated the earth aYer the flood waters 

receded. The anonymous poet uses this imagery for the forgiveness of sins. As the waters around 

Noah’s ark once receded and made way for life, so the waves of your sin have receded in Jesus’ 

Passion. His blood paid the price for your sin. He personally washed away your sins in Holy Bap8sm. 

The font is a bath, where your sin has been washed away and you have been draped in the bap8smal 

robe that makes you right with God. Through Bap8sm you stand before God as if you were the very 

Son of God Himself, holy and righteous in His sight.  

Consider, O Chris8an, the significance of Jesus’ Passion and the Noahic narra8ve as they are presented 

in Luther’s “Flood Prayer.” AYer rehearsing the acts of God in the great “water stories” of the Old 

Testament, Luther gives us to pray that “through this saving flood [of Holy Bap8sm] all sin . . . which 

has been inherited from Adam . . . would be drowned and die.” Did you hear that? Yes, as surely as the 

unbelievers died in the Great Flood and as sure as Jesus died on the cross, so your sins were drowned 

and killed in Holy Bap8sm. Bach’s music paints a “musical flood,” with the solo string instrument (the 

viola de gamba in most recordings) and tenor melodies rising and falling like the waves. The 

instrumental lines move up and down in an arch shape, so that the shape of the rainbow appears on 

the score, a sign of God’s covenant of life with you. 

And there’s more in Luther’s Flood Prayer. Here we also pray that you would “be kept safe and secure 

in the holy ark of the Chris8an Church” and “with all believers in [God’s] [promise . . . be declared 

worthy of eternal life” (LSB p. 269). And it’s all emblazoned in the blood-stained back of the Son of 

God.  

What Thou, my Lord, has suffered / Was all for sinner’s gain; 

Mine, mine was the transgressions, But Thine the deadly pain. 

Lo, here I fall, my Savior! ‘Tis I deserve Thy place; 

Look on me with Thy favor, And grant to me Thy grace (LSB 449.2). Amen. 



The Twenty-First Day of Lent 

17 March 2023 

Evangelist, Chorus, Pilate, Jesus: And the soldiers twisted together a crown 

And the soldiers twisted together a crown of thorns and put it on his head and arrayed him in a 
purple robe. 3 They came up to him, saying, “Hail, King of the Jews!” and struck him with their 
hands. 4 Pilate went out again and said to them, “See, I am bringing him out to you that you may 
know that I find no guilt in him.” 5 So Jesus came out, wearing the crown of thorns and the 
purple robe. Pilate said to them, “Behold the man!” 6 When the chief priests and the officers saw 
him, they cried out, “Crucify him, crucify him!” Pilate said to them, “Take him yourselves and 
crucify him, for I find no guilt in him.” 7 The Jews answered him, “We have a law, 
and according to that law he ought to die because he has made himself the Son of God.” 8 When 
Pilate heard this statement, he was even more afraid. 9 He entered his headquarters again and 
said to Jesus, “Where are you from?” But Jesus gave him no answer. 10 So Pilate said to him, 
“You will not speak to me? Do you not know that I have authority to release you and authority 
to crucify you?” 11 Jesus answered him, “You would have no authority over me at all unless it 
had been given you from above. Therefore he who delivered me over to you has the greater sin.” 
12 From then on Pilate sought to release him. . . .  – St. John 19:2-12 

Behold the man, now heralded in mockery, “Hail, King of the Jews.” The music here is dance-like, with 

[con-]descending melodic lines in the woodwinds. One is reminded of one historian’s report that, 

during a Passover visit to Alexandria by King Agrippa I a few years aYer Jesus’ death, the people 

dressed up a madman named Carabas in royal garments and ridiculed him. In this movement, you 

behold Jesus being mocked in the spirit of a carnival play gone mad. Thus Jesus is treated in derision, a 

mere toy for those who reject the light and choose to abide in darkness.  

Behold the man, who is about to be crucified! There is nothing sarcas8c about the next crowd chorus, 

“Crucify! Crucify!” See how the sinful flesh, including your own sinful inheritance from Adam, is hell-

bent on death, revenge, and blood shed! Listen for the percussion-like “buzzing figure” in the opening 

“Crucify” (kreuzige) in the lower voices and the violins. Combined with long-drawn, syncopated 

dissonances in the upper voices, they create an unmistakable portrait of tension, unrest, and even 

criminal intent.  

Behold the man, who fulfilled the Law of God! The last crowd chorus, “We have a law,” is a fugue. You 

might recall that a fugue (from fugare, “to chase”) begins with a theme in one voice, which each 

subsequent voice is bound (by musical law) to imitate. A fugue is the law set to music, fivng for the 

words, “We have a law.” The opening musical figure might remind you of Luther’s Ten Commandments 

hymn, “Here is the Sure-fold Ten Command.” The theme is repeated ten 8mes, making it very clear 

that the unbelieving Jews lived under their own laws, but they were devoid of the Gospel.  

Yes, behold the man! In the words of Scripture, the music of the St. John Passion, and in the solemnity 

of the Lenten discipline, behold the man! His crown was made of thorns. His interroga8on was the 

very defini8on of jus8ce miscarried. And His authority is granted to your Pastor from above in order to 

say to you, “I forgive you all your sins.” 

O sacred Head, what glory, What bliss, ?ll now was Thine! 

Yet, though despised and gory, I joy to call Thee mine (LSB 450.1). Amen. 



The Twenty-Second Day of Lent 

18 March 2023 

Chorale: Through thy cap8vity, Son of God 

 Through Thy captivity, Son of God, 

 freedom must come to us. 
 Your prison is the throne of mercy, 
 The refuge for all pious men. 
 For if you had not accepted slavery,  
 our slavery would have been eternal. 

This chorale or German hymn is the “8tle cut” of this devo8onal. Scholars who have studied the 

structure of Bach’s masterwork generally agree that this chorale (Bach called it “choral,” perhaps to 

set it apart from the other chorales) is the heart of Bach’s St. John Passion. Moreover, the oldest score 

in Bach’s hand contains the en8re text of this poem, while all other chorales only have the first line of 

text. 

Building on Pilate’s desire to let Jesus go (John 19:12), this chorale emphasizes three closely related 

themes for your Lenten journey. First, the Son of God goes to prison (Gefängnis) that you might have 

freedom (Freiheit). This juxtaposi8on of true opposites is at the heart of the Lutheran doctrine of 

jus8fica8on. As St. Paul said that we were imprisoned under the Law un8l faith was revealed (Gal 

3:23), so here Christ is bound, Barrabas is set free, and, by Jesus’ cap8vity, you are discharged, so to 

speak, from the demands of the Law (Rom 7:6) and free to live in faith towards God and in fervent 

love for one another. 

Second, the author of this text, Johann Heinrich Postel, turns Jesus’ prison (Kerker) into a throne of 

mercy (Gnadenthron). The word “prison” certainly echoes Barrabas, with whom there is an exchange, 

in spite of Pilate’s shrewdness. But this “lesser exchange” between Barrabas and Jesus is an image of 

the even greater exchange between the Son of God and you, God’s bap8smal son or daughter. A 

Christmas hymn text by yet another Hermann, Nicolaus Herman (c. 1480—1561) puts it well:  

 [Jesus] undertakes a great exchange, Puts on our human frame 

 And in return gives us His realm, His glory, and His name. – LSB 389.4 

Finally, Jesus accepted temporal slavery (Knechtschat) to save you from eternal slavery to sin and 

death. The idea of slavery of course echoes the enslavement of God’s people in the Old Testament and 

draws your thoughts to the greater exodus under the new Moses, Jesus Himself. A lesser-known 

phrase from the Christmas song “O Holy Night” says, “Chains shall He break for the slave is our 

brother.” Using the Old Testament exodus as the governing metaphor, Jesus is the new and greater 

Moses, your own blood-brother. He delivered you from the Egypt of sin, led you through the Red Sea 

of Bap8sm, guides you through the wilderness of this earthly life, and finally into the promised land of 

heaven. 

The Great “O” An8phon for December 20th might seem to be out of (liturgical) season today, but it 

captures the essence of your pe88ons to the Son of God this Lent: 

O Key of David and scepter of the house of Israel, 

You open and no one can close, You close and no one can open: 

Come and rescue the prisoners who are in darkness and the shadow of death. Amen. 



The Fourth Sunday in Lent 

19 March 2023 

An,phon 

“My eyes are ever toward the Lord, for he will pluck my feet out of the net.” – Psalm 25:15 

Lessons 

Isaiah 42:14-21; Psalm 142; Ephesians 5:8-14; St. John 9:1-41 or St. John 9:1-7, 13-17, 34-39 

Collect of the Day 

Grant, we beseech Thee, Almighty God, that we, who for our evil deeds do worthily deserve to be 

punished, by the comfort of Thy grace may mercifully be relived; through Jesus Christ, Thy Son, our 

Lord, who liveth and reigneth with Thee and the Holy Ghost, ever one God, world without end. Amen.  

 Hymn of the Day 

“God loved the World so that He Gave” (LSB 571) or 

“I Trust, O Christ, in You Alone” (LSB 972) 

Looking forward to Lent IV 

The An8phon, drawn from a Psalm of Ascent, bids you to liY up your eyes toward the Lord. The theme 

of seeing the Lord by faith shapes all three Scripture lessons. Isaiah promises that the Messiah will 

open the eyes of the blind, a miracle performed only by the Christ. St. Paul uses the term spiritually, 

for you are not in the darkness of unbelief, but rather children of the light. The Gospel from John 9 

describes Jesus’ healing blind Bar8maeus (we know his name from Mark 10:46), which is significant 

on several levels. In addi8on to being the supreme messianic miracle, it is also important in John’s 

progression of miracles, which he uniquely calls “signs.” The signs started with turning water into wine 

at Cana. They increased in intensity through the healing of Bar8maeus and then the raising of Lazarus. 

Like signposts on our own highways, these signs point the way on your Lenten journey to the cross 

and empty tomb.  

A Look at the Liturgy in Bach’s Leipzig 

This Sunday in Lent in the old lec8onaries is singularly unique. Based on the first word of the Introit 

Psalm, “Rejoice” (Laetare), this Sunday is one of three Sundays in the church year that takes the 

informal 8tle “Rejoice” in English, although there are three different underlying La8n words. The Third 

Sunday in Advent bids you to “Rejoice [gaudete] in the Lord always,” accompanied by a rose-colored 

candle. The FiYh Sunday aYer Easter invites you to “Make a joyful [jubilate] noise to the Lord”—the 

language of full-throated joy in the wake of the resurrec8on. Each La8n word for “rejoice” has a 

slightly different shade of meaning. Today’s joy is a subdued and hidden joy. Not to be confused with 

the world’s temporal idea of happiness, today’s rejoicing describes the heart that, even in the midst of 

Lent, quietly rejoices in the efficacy of the preached Word and joyfully feasts on Him who is the Bread 

of Life.  

Hymn–Prayer 

Grant that I Your passion view / With repentant grieving, 

Let me not bring shame to You / By unholy living. 

How could I refuse to shun / Ev'ry sinful pleasure 

Since for me God's only Son / Suffered without measure? – LSB 440.4 



The Twenty-Third Day of Lent 

20 March 2023 

Evangelist, Chorus, Pilate: But the Jews cried out 

But the Jews cried out, “If you release this man, you are not Caesar's friend. Everyone who 
makes himself a king opposes Caesar.” 13 So when Pilate heard these words, he brought Jesus 
out and sat down on the judgment seat at a place called The Stone Pavement, and in 
Aramaic Gabbatha. 14 Now it was the day of Preparation of the Passover. It was about the sixth 
hour. He said to the Jews, “Behold your King!” 15 They cried out, “Away with him, away with 
him, crucify him!” Pilate said to them, “Shall I crucify your King?” The chief priests answered, 
“We have no king but Caesar.” 16 So he delivered him over to them to be crucified. 
So they took Jesus, 17 and he went out, bearing his own cross, to the place called The Place of a 
Skull, which in Aramaic is called Golgotha. – St. John 19:12-17 

Behold your King, who is derided by the unbelievers, even to death on the cross. As the tensions rise 

between earthly kingdoms and the kingdom of God, the unbelieving Jews invoke the highest earthly 

power, much to Pilate’s dismay: “If you release this man, you are not Caesar’s friend.” The name 

“Caesar” was their trump card and their 8pping point, as depicted in the lively fugue (again, the music 

of the law, not the gospel), with syncopated rhythms and an abrupt ending on “Caesar” (Kaiser), 

Behold the King, now at the Stone Pavement. Pilate’s act of sivng on the judgment seat was a symbol 

of authority, similar to folks rising in our own courts when the judge takes his seat, especially if he is 

about to hand down the death penalty. The names “Stone Pavement” and “Gabbatha” also echo the 

gravity of the situa8on and Jesus’ pending death as He gradually enters into cap8vity to win your 

freedom. 

Behold your King at the sixth hour on the day of Prepara8on for the Passover. There are numerous 

references to the Passover throughout John’s Gospel. We read, for instance, that Jesus cleansed the 

temple when “the Passover of the Jews was at hand” (John 2:13). Similarly, as Jesus worked His 

miracles (“signs” in John’s Gospel, as you may recall), there are manifold clues along the way that 

Jesus is the great Passover Lamb, who is on His way to the most important Passover of them all, to die 

as the very Lamb of God. The day of Prepara8on, the sixth hour, the Passover – these are signs that 

Jesus is the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world. 

Behold the King, who is greeted with shouts of “Away with him” and “Crucify him!” Here Bach’s ability 

to veritably transport you into the historical narra8ve is truly at its best. The words “Away, 

away” (Weg, weg, pronounced “Vek, vek!”) convey the impa8ence and frustra8on of the chief priests 

through lively rhythms, crisp consonants, and several voices singing at once (the “buzzing” figure). The 

shout of “Crucify” (kreuzige) is rhythmic, urgent, and full of harmonic dissonances. In sum, you 

encounter in Bach’s music the rage of the sinful flesh that loves darkness so much that it will seele for 

nothing than crucifying Truth Himself.  

Yes, behold your King, O faithful son of the kingdom, who willingly bears His cross to Golgotha for you 

and for your salva8on. Risen from the dead, He reigns over you, a bap8smal member of His kingdom 

of grace, with the scepter of forgiveness and the crown of righteousness, world without end.  

In all ?me of our tribula?on; in all ?me of our prosperity; 

In the hour of death, and in the day of judgment: Help us, good Lord. Amen. 



The Twenty-Fourth Day of Lent 

21 March 2023 

Bass, Chorus: Make haste, you troubled souls 

 Make haste, you troubled souls 

 Leave your dens of misery 
    Make haste!—Where?—to Golgotha! 
    Take the wings of faith and fly—Where?—to the hill of the cross, 
    Your salvation awaits you there! 

The first part of this unique aria-chorus (more about the musical form in a moment) preaches the 

strength of the Law and the reality of humanity apart from God: “Leave your dens of misery.” The 

underlying German word (Marter-Höhle = torture chamber) is a vivid depic8on of man without God. I 

am reminded in this instance of the 8tle of a book wrieen by the man who is now the Chaplain of 

Harvard University, Good Without God. Yes, if you want to dis8ll secular humanism down to three 

words, there you have it! Man is encouraged to be an island unto himself, to have no faith in anyone 

but himself, and to fantasize that this is somehow a good thing. Lord, have mercy!  

Johann Heermann, whose hym n “O Dearest Jesus” is used throughout this choral work, once 

described Jesus’ wounds as the very opposite of a torture chamber. In contrast to isolated man, 

Heermann said that Christ’s wombs are the chamber in which the believer may hide and therefore be 

saved. Do you see the difference between a torture chamber and a chamber of refuge for the weary? 

The fantasies of imagined forgiveness, self-forgiveness, “name it and claim it theology,” etc. – these 

are all ways to persistent doubt, ul8mate despair, and eternal death. But taking refuge in Christ, you 

can pray with the ancient “Soul of Christ” prayer, “Within Your wounds hide me; never let me be 

separated from You.” 

The second part of this aria (star8ng at “Make haste”) is a unique musical combina8on of the aria 

(literally “melody”) and the chorus. You probably no8ced that the bass soloist has the lion’s share of 

the music. But the chorus interjects from 8me to 8me with the ques8on, “Where” (Wo, pronounced 

“Voh”). In this unique and rela8vely rare combina8on of aria and chorus, then, the choir asks the 

ques8ons, which the bass soloist answers. The chorus parts are short, abrupt, and staccato, as if the 

fellowship of believers is gathered around the soloist, peppering him with the ques8on, “Where, O 

where?” The bass part, in contrast to the chorus, is defini8ve, declamatory, and perhaps above all it is 

as sure and certain as the atonement itself. The en8re movement sounds rather hurried, as if the bass 

leads the way to Golgotha, while the chorus follows on the wings of faith.  

So come out of your torture chamber this Lent, O Sinner! Come out of the isola8on of being cut off 

from God, of neglec8ng repentance, and of levng your life of prayer and worship take second place to 

your false gods. And where do you go? Of course, you don’t literally go to Golgotha. Rather, you go on 

the “wings of faith” to the preached word of the cross, to hear the good news that Christ rescues you 

from your torture chambers and hides you safely in His cloven side. And there you “shelter in place,” 

so to speak, in “Jesus, refuge of the weary, blest Redeemer whom [you] love” (LSB 423.1).  

Your cross I place before me; Its saving pow’r restore me, Sustain me in the test. 

It will, when life is ending, Be guiding and alending / My way to Your eternal rest (LSB 453.7). Amen 



The Twenty-FiMh Day of Lent 

22 March 2023 

Evangelist, Chorus, PIlate: There they crucified him 

18 There they crucified him, and with him two others, one on either side, and Jesus between 
them. 19 Pilate also wrote an inscription and put it on the cross. It read, “Jesus of Nazareth, the 
King of the Jews.” 20 Many of the Jews read this inscription, for the place where Jesus was 
crucified was near the city, and it was written in Aramaic, in Latin, and in Greek. 21 So the chief 
priests of the Jews said to Pilate, “Do not write, ‘The King of the Jews,’ but rather, ‘This man 
said, I am King of the Jews.’” 22 Pilate answered, “What I have written I have written.”  

– St. John 19:18-22 

Yesterday’s aria-chorus told you where to go for your salva8on, that is, to the hill of the cross. Today’s 

movement tells you what happened on a hill outside Jerusalem on a Friday aYernoon.  

What happened on a Good Friday? Jesus was numbered with the transgressors, as the prophets of old 

foretold. The earliest fathers of the church put it this way: “Christ has not redeemed what He has not 

assumed.” That is to say, He cannot redeem human flesh unless the Word becomes flesh. Bach’s music 

is stark and even jagged, appropriate for the cruelest death penalty of Jesus’ day.  

What happened on a Friday aYernoon outside Jerusalem? Pilate posted the inscrip8on, “Jesus of 

Nazareth, the King of the Jews.” Such inscrip8ons were common in the ancient world, a stern warning 

to passers-by not to commit the same crime (alleged blasphemy, in this case) unless they were 

prepared to suffer the same fate. Here Bach marks the tempo adagio, “at rest,” sugges8ng that Jesus 

has come to “rest” on the cross, fulfilling His place as the great Passover Lamb.  

What does this act say about Jesus? Consider the importance of the phrase “of Nazareth.” Recall 

Philip’s descrip8on of Jesus as “him about whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote: Jesus 

son of Joseph, from Nazareth” (John 1:45), and Nathanael’s subsequent confession before Philip, 

“Rabbi, you are the Son of God! You are the King of Israel” (John 1:49). The placard, then, reminds us 

of the theological fault line between those wrote and read it as a criminal charge and those who 

follow this Jesus, who was to be called a Nazarene (Mae 2:23), that is, the branch of Jesse’s tree. 

How did the unbelieving Jews respond? See how insa8able was their thirst for Jesus’ blood! It was not 

enough to deliver an innocent Man to death while they obsessed over ritual cleanliness for the 

Passover. They had to follow Him to the cross, proofread the placard, and then travel all the way back 

to Pilate to file a formal complaint: “Do not write, ‘The King of the Jews,” etc. Pilate stood his ground, 

unwivngly upholding Jesus’ true glory, as the King was liYed high on the tree. 

What about you? What is true of Jesus’ placard is also true of your name, “Chris8an.” The name was 

scornfully given in An8och from unbelievers (Acts 11:26), and yet, what could be more fivng for the 

bap8zed? For you are in Christ’s kingdom—scorned by the world, but loved by the Father—from 

Bap8sm to eternity. Thus you are called “Chris8an,” for you were taken out of Christ.  

By your cross and cross and passion; 

By your precious death and burial: 

Help us, good Lord! Amen. 



The Twenty-Sixth Day of Lent 

23 March 2023 

Chorale: When darkness round me gathers 

When darkness round me gathers, 
Thy name and cross, still bright, 
Deep in my heart are sparkling 
Like stars in blackest night. 
O heart, this image cherish: 
The Christ on Calvary, 
How patiently He suffered 
And shed His blood for me! – Evangelical Lutheran Hymnary 535.3 

This chorale is stanza 3 of the hymn “Farewell, I gladly bid thee” by Valerius Herberger (1562–1627). 

Herberger was a Lutheran pastor in Fraustadt in Posen (now Wschowa in Poland). He ranks alongside 

Paul Speratus and a handful of other “one-hymn wonders,” who leY but a single hymn to our Lutheran 

repertoire. But it is a gem. This hymn was wrieen during the Black Death in 1613 and is said to have 

been sung at every funeral for the dura8on of the epidemic, apparently without face masks:  

Farewell I gladly bid thee, False, evil world, farewell. 

Thy life is vain and sinful, With thee I would not dwell. 

I long to be in heaven, In that untroubled sphere 

Where they will be rewarded / Who served their God while here. – Stanza 1 

The stanza chosen for the St. John Passion connects especially well to Jesus’ placard (“Jesus of 

Nazareth, King of the Jews”) via the phrase, “name and cross” (Nam und Kreuz). Herberger might be 

inten8onally echoing Luther’s three-fold descrip8on of death:  the image of death itself, the recurrent 

image of sin, and the inevitable fear of condemna8on to hell. This fear was not only a constant image 

in Medieval theology, but it was also prevalent in artwork, from large wall pain8ngs to Michaelangelo’s 

Fresco on the ceiling of the Sis8ne Chapel to gargoyles perched atop mighty cathedrals to ward off evil 

spirits.  

Luther’s wri8ngs and Herberger’s hymn counter this image of the culture of death with the culture of 

life. The name and cross were given to you in Holy Bap8sm, when the Pastor made the sign of the 

cross upon your forehead and upon your heart. There you died to death itself, to the fear of death, 

and to fear of eternal damna8on. This name and cross “in [your] heart are sparkling” / Like stars in the 

blackest night,” for the light of Christ pierces the darkness (John 1:5) – thoughts which occur on the 

highest notes of the familiar melody.  

Especially at the moment of your death the name, cross, and image of Christ crucified, who “pa8ently 

suffered” and “shed His blood for [you],” grant you the comfort of being in Christ and dying in the 

quiet confidence of Jesus’ name, which permeates your en8re life.  

Lord, write my name, I pray Thee, Now in the Book of Life, 

And with all true believers /Take me where joys are rife. 

There let me bloom and flourish, Thy perfect freedom prove, 

And tell, as I adore Thee, How faithful was Thy love. Amen. 



The Twenty-Seventh Day of Lent 

24 March 2023 

Evangelist, Chorus, Jesus: When the soldiers had crucified Jesus 

23 When the soldiers had crucified Jesus, they took his garments and divided them into four 
parts, one part for each soldier; also his tunic. But the tunic was seamless, woven in one piece 
from top to bottom, 24 so they said to one another, “Let us not tear it, but cast lots for it to see 
whose it shall be.” This was to fulfill the Scripture which says, “They divided my garments 
among them, and for my clothing they cast lots.” So the soldiers did these things, 25 but standing 
by the cross of Jesus were his mother and his mother's sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary 
Magdalene. 26 When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he loved standing nearby, he 
said to his mother, “Woman, behold, your son!” 27 Then he said to the disciple, “Behold, your 
mother!” – St. John 19:23-27 

  

The pillaging of Jesus’ clothing among the (four?) Roman soldiers into four parts gives the composer a 

wonderful opportunity to pain the scene in musical language. Listen for the first entry of the chorus 

on the words “Let us not tear it” (Lasse tuns den nicht zerteilen). The lively and buoyant music is built 

en8rely of sets of four: the main theme is sung in four dis8nc8ve sec8ons by four voices. The rapidly 

ascending and descending melodic lines suggest the violent tearing of Jesus’ garments. Listen carefully 

in the lower register of the instruments for a raeling arpeggio, known as the Alber8 Bass, which 

depicts the rolling of the dice. The composite musical portrait is the longest and one of the most 

s8mula8ng crowd scenes in the en8re musical repertoire.  
   

See how it all happened for you and for your salva8on! The soldiers—unknowingly, unwivngly—fulfill 

the prophecy of Psalm 22:18. Consider this messianic Psalm, which Jesus quotes twice in His Passion, 

in its context:  

For dogs encompass me; a company of evildoers encircles me; 

they have pierced my hands and feet— 

I can count all my bones—they stare and gloat over me; 

they divide my garments among them, and for my clothing they cast lots. – Psalm 22:16-18 

Christ was stripped of His earthly clothing so that you might “receive [a] white garment to show that 

you have been clothed with the robe of Christ’s righteousness that covers all your sin” (LSB p. 271). 

In contrast to the final ac8on of the soldiers stand (in every sense of the word!) the faithful woman 

and the beloved Apostle. John is unique among the Evangelists in recording this scene and placing the 

faithful at the very foot of the cross. Jesus is alone, except for His mother and the Beloved Apostle. 

And he commends them to one another, so that they are mutually cared for and the Son of God is leY 

to die alone. Jesus’ words are slow, solemn, and austere, as befits the great agony of the scene. 

When you were bap8zed the pastor probably only spoke your first name: “ Name , I bap8ze you,” etc. 

Giving just your first name says that your new name, Chris8an, takes precedent over your surname. 

For you join the faithful to worship at the feet of the crucified One and to quietly await His 

resurrec8on.  

May we all Your loved ones be, All one holy family, 

Loving, since Your love we see: Hear us, holy Jesus (LSB 447.9). Amen 



The Twenty-Eighth Day of Lent 

25 March 2023 

Chorale: He thought of everything in His last hour 

 He thought of everything in His last hour, 

 He still thought of his mother,  
and provided a guardian for her. 

 O man, act rightly,  
 love God and men, 
 and when you die, 
 you may do so without suffering or care! 

Building on Jesu’s care for His mother, this chorale is stanza 20 of the 34-stanza hymn, “Jesus’ 

Suffering, Pain, and Death,” by Paulus Stockmann. The original hymn, no doubt intended for 

devo8onal use at home, allows the believer to pray and sing through every facet of Jesus’ Passion and 

what it means for our salva8on. The stanza above specifically invites you to imitate Jesus’ love for God 

and man. 

As you think about Jesus’ provision for His mother, pause and consider in the year 2023 the minor 

fes8val in the church year that also occurs today, the Annuncia8on of Our Lord. Today, nine months 

before Christmas, the church rejoices that the angel Gabriel announced to the virgin that she would 

be the God-bearer (Luke 1:26-38), just as it was promised through Isaiah (7:10-14). And now, about 

thirty years hence, Mary stands at the foot of the cross, her heart veritably breaking with an agony 

and angst that we can only imagine. The Medieval hymn, “The Mother Stood,” puts it well:  

The sorrowful mother was standing beside the Cross weeping, 

   while the Son was hanging. 
 

Whose moaning soul, depressed and grieving, 

   the sword has passed through. 
 

O how sad and stricken was that blessed woman, 

   mother of the Only-begoeen one! 

Behold the true reason for the announcement from the angel: this Child, conceived by the Spirit and 

born of Mary, indeed holds the throne of His father David and reigns over the house of Jacob (Luke 

1:32-33), but in a way that no earthly reason ever expected. As the hymn puts it, “His chariot is 

humility, His kingly crown is holiness, His scepter, pity in distress” (LSB 340.2).  

So you are bap8zed. You are free from eternal death. Now what? What are you free for? The second 

half of the chorale stanza preaches the good news that you free to “love God and man” that you may 

die “without suffering or care.” You pray as much in Luther’s post-Communion prayer, don’t you? 

Nourished by His true body and blood, you pray that God would “strengthen [you] . . . in faith toward 

[God] and in fervent love toward one another” (LSB p. 201). Free to live in faith toward Him and love 

for one another, you are prepared to fall asleep in Jesus’ name and rest in peace, for you are in Christ, 

now and forever. 

Jesus, loving to the end / Her whose heart Your sorrows rend, 

And Your dearest human friend: Hear us, holy Jesus (LSB 447.7). Amen. 



The FiMh Sunday in Lent 

26 March 2023 

An,phon 

“Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints.” -- Psalm 116:15 

Lessons 

Exodus 37:1-14; Psalm 130; Romans 8:1-11; John 11:1-45 (46-50) or St. John 11:17-27, 38-53 

Collect of the Day 

We beseech Thee, Almighty God, mercifully to look upon Thy people, that by Thy great goodness they 

may be governed and preserved evermore both in body and soul; through Jesus Christ, Thy Son, our 

Lord, who liveth and reigneth with Thee and the Holy Ghost, ever one God, world without end. Amen. 

Hymn of the Day 

“My Song is Love Unknown” (LSB 430) 

Looking forward to Lent V 

The An8phon for this Sunday gradually moves you closer to Jesus’ Passion as it declares the death of 

the saints to be precious in God’s sight. The peniten8al Psalm for today gives you voice to cry “out of 

the depths” to the Lord and to wait for His forgiveness in penitent faith. The Old Testament lesson 

describes the dimensions of the Ark of the Covenant, foreshadowing the cross as God’s great Mercy 

Seat. The Epistle contrasts the ways of the sinful flesh, which you have restrained through repentance 

and fas8ng this Lent, in contrast to the way of the Spirit. Various op8ons from the Lazarus narra8ve in 

John 11 do “double duty,” both foreshadowing Jesus’ death and resurrec8on and describing the 

conflict which led to Jesus’ trial (John 11:46-55). The text of the Hymn of the Day brings you closer to 

Good Friday: “Heav’n was [Jesus’] home / But mine the tomb / Wherein He lay” (st. 6). 

A Look at the Liturgy in Bach’s Leipzig 

Un8l the 1960s, Lent V was known as “Passion Sunday.” Even though the Passion was not tradi8onally 

read on this day, the rituals and customs gradually brought the faithful closer to the foot of the cross. 

On this day images were veiled in black, foreshadowing the darkness of Good Friday. The lesser Gloria 

(“Glory be to the Father,” etc.) was omieed, an8cipa8ng Jesus’ cry of abandonment, “My God . . . why 

have you forsaken me?” The An8phon, “Judge me, O God, and plead my cause against an ungodly 

na8on” (Ps 43:1) served as a theme for Jesus’ en8re Passion and as the cry of the faithful in this fallen 

world. While there is no official “High Priest Sunday” in the church year, this Sunday fits the 

designa8on as the Epistle describes the work of Christ, your great High Priest, who “entered the Most 

Holy Place once for all by his own blood, thus obtaining eternal redemp8on” (Heb 9:12). In the Gospel 

Lesson Jesus declares the eternal nature of His priesthood, saying, “Before Abraham was, I AM” (John 

8:58). 

Hymn–Prayer 

If my sins give me alarm / And my conscience grieve me, 

Let Your cross my fear disarm / Peace of conscience give me. 

Help me see forgiveness won / By Your holy passion. 

If for me He slays His Son / God must have compassion! — LSB 440.5 



The Twenty-Ninth Day of Lent 

27 March 2023 

Evangelist, Jesus: And from that hour 

27 And from that hour the disciple took her to his own home. 28 After this, Jesus, knowing that all 
was now finished, said (to fulfill the Scripture), “I thirst.” 29 A jar full of sour wine stood 
there, so they put a sponge full of the sour wine on a hyssop branch and held it to his 
mouth. 30 When Jesus had received the sour wine, he said, “It is finished.” – St. John 19:27-30 

Having commended Mary into the care of John, He “took her to his own home.” John and Mary were 

among the faithful (Acts 1:14) when the church replaced Judas with Maehias and become the newly 

recons8tuted Twelve. Mary is probably among the witnesses men8oned by St. Luke (Luke 1:1), who 

shared her recollec8ons with St. Luke to help in the composi8on of his Gospel. And John eventually 

went to Ephesus and was finally exiled in Patmos (Rev 1:7), where he received and recorded the 

Apocalypse.  

But this early history of the New Testament was yet to be revealed as they stood at the foot of the 

cross on the Day of Prepara8on. With Mary and John standing by, Jesus spoke His penul8mate words: 

“I thirst.” Once again you might recall Psalm 22: “My strength is dried up like a potsherd, and 

my tongue s8cks to my jaws; you lay me in the dust of death” (vss. 14-15).  

Jesus does not quote Psalm 22 verba8m, but He certainly fulfilled its messianic prophecy. He 

foreshadowed this fulfillment when He directed the Samaritan woman to the waters of salva8on (John 

4:10, 14) and in John 7 when He said, “If anyone thirsts, let him come to me and drink. Whoever 

believes in me, as the Scripture has said, ‘Out of his heart will flow rivers of living water’” (John 

7:37-38). In short, Jesus thirsts for your salva8on. And your spiritual thirst is quenched in Him alone. 

The soldiers responded with sour wine, probably mixed with water and herbs. But even more 

important is the hyssop reed, which they used as a conduit to give the bieer drink to Jesus, fulfills 

Psalm 51: “Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be whiter than 

snow” (Psalm 51:7). 

Having drunk the sour wine He said, “It is finished.” No8ce the rather lengthy pause between the 

Evangelist’s words “He speaks” (sprach er) and Jesus’ words, “It is finished” (Es ist vollbracht!). Jesus’ 

final words in John’s Passion are set to a simple, descending melodic line, which will shape the music 

of the next movement. It is followed by a short ritornello or instrumental sec8on, invi8ng you to linger 

for a few moments at the foot of the cross as you consider what Jesus accomplished for you.  

We will explore the words “It is finished” in detail in tomorrow’s medita8on. For today consider once 

important dis8nc8on. The word fine (pronounced “FEE-nay”) in musical markings means that 

something is done, as if finishing a race. The underlying Greek word that Jesus spoke (tetelestai), 

however, means that something is accomplished, as if comple8ng a beau8ful work of art. Do you see 

the difference it makes for you and for your salva8on? Jesus accomplished your salva8on, conquered 

death once for all, and fulfilled His messianic mission. But He is far from being finished with you. As 

we will soon discover, the Spirit, water, and blood have work to do.  

O my God, my rock and tower, Grant that in Your death I trust, 

Knowing death has lost its power / Since You crushed it in the dust (LSB 421.5). Amen. 



The Thir,eth Day of Lent 

28 March 2023 

Alto: It is finished! 

 It is finished! 

 What comfort for suffering human souls! 
 The night of mourning now counts its final hour. 
 The lion of Judah triumphs with power and ends the fray. 
 It is finished! 

The solo string instrument throughout this aria is the Viola da gamba, a six-stringed instrument that 

might look to your eyes like a large violin, except that is held upright like a cello. This is its only 

appearance in the St. John Passion, highligh8ng its unique musical import. Listen to the opening 

measures and think of some adjec8ves you might use to describe the music. Sorrowful? Somber? In 

German a fivng word is angst or anguished, as if the whole crea8on stands in awe of the Creator who 

gave all. The alto solo is given nearly iden8cal music on “It is finished” to Jesus’ words and music in the 

previous movement, but Bach expands the music into an extended medita8on on the Lion of Judah. 

In a structure and flow that mirrors Luther’s Small Catechism, the text moves from fact to applica8on, 

from doctrinal statement to its meaning. Fact: It is finished! Salva8on is accomplished! What does this 

mean? O consola8on for you, the soul injured by sin and death, for the night of death now counts its 

last hour! Once again there is irony is the way of the crucified One turns the ways of the world upside 

down. Usually talk of “the last hour” is a countdown to death, at least in the context of funeral 

manuals in the sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries. But in Christ crucified, who has 

accomplished your salva8on, death has met its match, for Jesus’ death is the death of death itself.  

What does this mean? You cannot miss the abrupt transi8on to the middle sec8on of this aria, “The 

lion of Judah triumphs with power and ends the fray.” The poet echoes the messianic prophecy in 

Genesis 49, “Judah is a lion's cub; from the prey, my son, you have gone up” (Gen 49:10). That is to 

say, the great descendant from Judah will rise up in the last days to vanquish His people. Moreover, 

“The scepter shall not depart from Judah, nor the ruler's staff from between his feet (Gen 49:10). The 

Hebrew word for scepter (shevet) can also be translated as “cross.” Thus the cross shall not depart 

from the Lion of the tribe of Judah, for the cross “ends the fray” and brings salva8on. So John could 

write with confidence, “Weep no more; behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has 

conquered” (Rev 5:4-5).  

The music of the middle sec8on is a triumphant proclama8on of the victory of the cross. Bach 

employs all of the strings, 3/4 meter, the major mode, lively rhythms, and a large vocal range with 

large, fanfare-like leaps. Even the tempo markings are profound: “It is finished” is marked Adagio “at 

rest,” but the “lion of Judah” sec8on is marked Vivace, “to be made alive,” echoing the good news that 

the Lion is at rest, but He will be made alive on the third day. The final sec8on (known as A’ or “A 

Prime”) repeats the music of sec8on A (“It is finished”), but only a por8on of it. The abbreviated 

repeat is a musical reminder that indeed that this movement is finished—and it is as sure and certain 

as your salva8on in the Lion once slain for your sins.   

Lord, by the stripes which wounded Thee, From death’s dread s?ng Thy people free / 

That they may live and sing to Thee (LSB 464.5). Hosanna! Amen.  



The Thirty-First Day of Lent 

29 March 2023 

Evangelist: And he bowed his head 

 And he bowed his head and gave up his spirit. – St. John 19:30 

This is the shortest movement in the St. John Passion, but it is theologically laden. Eight beats, eight 

syllables and eight pitches—a “trinity” of the number of the new crea8on through Holy Bap8sm (1 Pet 

3:20–21)—proclaim the good news that death has leY its s8ng in your Savior’s side.  

Maehew and Mark describe Jesus crying out with a last voice and breathing His last (Mae 27:51; Mark 

15:37). Luke describes how Jesus commended His spirit to God (Luke 23:46). But John simply has Jesus 

bowing His head and giving up his spirit. Bach capitalizes on the brevity of John’s account and traces 

the bowing of Jesus’ head with a gentle downward movement in the melodic line. But listen carefully 

and you will no8ce that the highest note in the line is on the word “head” (Haupt), even though His 

head was bowing. Is this a musical hint that Jesus, far from being a vic8m of unforeseen 

circumstances, dies as the Lamb who willingly bears your sin? Maybe so.  

In the history of reading the Passion accounts, the moment of Jesus’ death is oYen followed by a 

moment of silence. Consider, O Chris8an, both the rarity and importance of silence in the liturgy. It is 

rare because of the noisy world in which we all live. Fanfares coming out of a bush at theme parks. 

Loud stereos blaring at all hours of the day. Background and entertainment music so ubiquitous that 

we hardly even no8ce it! Some churches have adopted the “no silence” rule, even piping music into 

their parking lots and using “mood music” in their services.  

How different it is when we take a moment of silence in the liturgy to consider the strength of the Law 

and the consola8on of the Gospel. During the confession of sins, you take a moment to reflect on 

God’s Word and see how you have broken God’s Law and deserved His eternal condemna8on. At 

other 8mes we pause to meditate on the Gospel, such as following Scripture readings in the evening 

services. Silence clears away all distrac8ons and lets you focus on what’s eternal. And what could be 

more eternal than the Creator bowing in His head in death for you, His creature? 

Through the centuries, our hymn writers have unfolded the mystery of the death of God in profound 

theological terms. Johann von Rist (1607–1667) is one of many Lutheran pastors and poets whose 

theology was shaped during the Thirty Years’ War. Consider the fourth stanza of his Good Friday hymn, 

“O Darkest Woe”:  

O Ground of faith, Laid low in death! 

   Sweet lips, now silent sleeping: 

Surely all that live must mourn 

   Here with bieer weeping. 

Yes, the sweet lips that thirsted for your salva8on are sleeping silently, only to arise on the third day 

and to speak to His Apostles and eventually to you, “Peace be unto you.”  

Savior, let Your agony / Ever help and comfort me; 

When I die be my protec?on, Light and life and resurrec?on (LSB 421.5). Amen. 



The Thirty-Second Day of Lent 

30 March 2023 

Bass, Chorale: My Dearest Savior 

[Bass] My dearest Savior, let me ask you 
[chorale]  Jesus, you who once were dead 
As you are now stricken on the cross, 
And have yourself said, “It is accomplished.” 
 You now live eternally. 
Am I now free from death?  
 In the hour of death 
 I turn nowhere else. 
Can I gain the heavenly kingdom 
Through your agony and dying?  
Is there now salvation for all? 
 But to you, my Redeemer, 
 O you beloved Lord! 
In fact you cannot speak for the agony 
 Give me that which you deserved, 
But you incline your head 
And speak silently: yes. 
 I desire no more.  

This unique movement is a dialogue between the bass soloist (the individual believer) and the choir 

(the Chris8an church). The bass melody features large intervals in an expansive range, as if the melody 

is ques8oning whether to rise or to fall, as befits the ques8ons in the text, along with ornamenta8on 

that sounds like raising the voice at the end of a ques8on. The choir answers his ques8ons—subtle yet 

steady, dynamically soY yet textually certain—in terms of Jesus’ death and resurrec8on.  

Ques8on: Jesus, am I now free from death?  

Answer: Yes! Jesus, crucified yet risen from the dead, has done it all for you. In contrast to the 

unbelieving Jews, who denied the reality of cap8vity (John 8:33), you are free from death. As Jesus 

says, “If the Son sets you free, you will be free indeed” (John 8:36).  

Ques8on: Can I gain heaven, O Lord, through Your agony and dying?  

Answer: Indeed! You will never read in an obituary that John Doe died the death of Jane Doe. It is 

unthinkable, for man that is born of a woman must die his own death. But Jesus died a borrowed 

death—yes, your death—as the all-atoning sacrifice for your sins, to give you all the treasures of 

heaven.  

Ques8on: Jesus, is there really salva8on for all?  

Answer: Yes! Jesus died for the sins of the en8re world (John 3:16) and reconciled the world to 

Himself (2 Cor 5:19). Your salva8on is as sure as Jesus’ resurrec8on from the dead! 

Throughout this movement, the heavenly perspec8ve (the chorale) informs the earthly (the bass), 

giving voice to the hope of the resurrec8on of Christ and the final resurrec8on of all flesh.  

O Jesus blest, My Help and Rest, With tears I now entreat Thee: 

Make me love Thee to the last, Till in heaven I greet Thee (TLH 167.7). Amen. 



The Thirty-Third Day of Lent 

31 March 2023 

Evangelist: And behold, the curtain of the temple 

51 And behold, the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom. And the earth 
shook, and the rocks were split. 52 The tombs also were opened. And many bodies of the 
saints who had fallen asleep were raised. — St. Matthew 27:51-52 

How does the “cathedral” of Jerusalem react when Jesus dies? Drawing upon a text from Maehew’s 

Gospel, we hear that the curtain of the temple, which set apart the most holy place, was “torn in two, 

from top to boeom,” as depicted by a nearly violent musical figure in the strings, which “zip” quickly 

from top to boeom. Recall that the High Priest entered behind the curtain but once a year, the Day of 

Atonement (Lev 16), to intercede for Israel. The sense of mystery was truly profound 

One hymn stanza describes how this scene comforts you: “The veil is torn, our Priest we see, As at the 

rail on bended knee / Our hungry mouths receive the bread of immortality” (LSB 624.4). Yes, the 

tearing of the veil says that Christ, your great High Priest in human flesh, is no longer hidden behind 

the veil, a word that becomes a metaphor for lack of faith (2 Cor 3:13-15) in the New Testament. 

Rather, your Priest comes to you with “A priestly food and priestly meat” as “On sin-parched lips the 

chalice pours / His quenching blood that life restores” (LSB 624.6).  

And how does crea8on itself respond? The earth shook and the rocks were split, as you can hear 

depicted in the “quaking” of the lower strings. Earthquakes in our day mean that the earth’s plates are 

shiYing. In the Bible, however, earthquakes meant that God was moving and moving migh8ly. From 

revela8ons in the Old Testament (I Kings 19:11-12) to Jesus’ resurrec8on (Mae 28:2) to the signs of 

the last days (Mark 13:2). Similarly, rocks splivng open recalls an Old Testament revela8on. We read 

in Psalm 78 that the Lord “split rocks in the wilderness and gave them drink abundantly as from the 

deep. He made streams come out of the rock and caused waters to flow down like rivers” (Psalm 

78:15-16). Taken together, these cosmic signs preach the good news that the Creator has died for His 

creatures to usher in His new crea8on (2 Cor 5:17).  

But perhaps most striking is the resurrec8on of the faithful, who came out of their graves on Good 

Friday, as depicted by the ascending melodic line. St. Maehew then writes that “coming out of the 

tombs aYer his resurrec8on they went into the holy city and appeared to many” (Mae 27:53). Can you 

imagine 8dying your house just before Passover, hearing a knock at the door, and then finding a 

recently deceased believer at your door? But that is the nature of the resurrec8on, isn’t it? Your flesh, 

though bound to die and decay, will rise again in the resurrec8on of the just. And you will enter the 

new and greater Jerusalem (Rev 21:1-2) to feast with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to the end of days.  

St. Maehew con8nues: “When the centurion and those who were with him, keeping watch over Jesus, 

saw the earthquake and what took place, they were filled with awe and said, ‘Truly this was the Son of 

God!’” (Mae 27:54). And so this Lent, you join with the centurion and a few faithful to confess that in 

reverent awe that this Jesus—crucified, dead, and soon to be buried—is the new and greater Aaron, 

the Lord of Crea8on, and Son of God. 

O Christ, my heavenly Aaron, You made peace with God by Your own blood, 

Grant that I may rest in peace when I await the final resurrec?on of this mortal body. Amen 



The Thirty-Fourth Day of Lent 

1 April 2023 

Tenor: My heart, while the whole world suffers 

 My heart, with whom the whole world 

Suffers with the suffering of Jesus 
The sun dresses herself in mourning 
The veil rent, the rocks split. 
The earth quakes, the graves split. 
Because they see the Creator grow cold in death. 
What will do for your own part? 

This brief movement builds on Maehew’s account of signs in crea8on (yesterday’s focus) and 

introduces tomorrow’s medita8on on the penitent heart taking refuge in the pierced heart of God. 

You can hear at the outset the trembling heart in the s8ngs, with rapidly repeated notes that 

effec8vely “pierce” the melodic line. You will no8ce some similarity to yesterday’s musical text 

pain8ng, especially in the strings: trembling for the whole world, a rapid descending line for the 

tearing of the temple veil, and musical quaking for earth quaking and graves splivng open.  

As you read the text of this movement, does any par8cular teaching of Jesus come to mind? Bach’s 

hearers in Leipzig might have thought back to the Gospel for Advent 2, the signs of the end 8mes: 

And there will be signs in sun and moon and stars, and on the earth distress of na8ons in 

perplexity because of the roaring of the sea and the waves, people fain8ng with fear and with 

foreboding of what is coming on the world. For the powers of the heavens will be shaken. And 

then they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and great glory. – St. Luke 

21:25-27 

Do you see the parallels between the poe8c text above and Jesus’ discourse on the end 8mes? You 

might look at Jesus’ death as an apocalypse in miniature. In Maehew’s account, the Temple veil, rocks, 

earth, and graves were shaken as the Creator grew cold in death. The poe8c text above adds that the 

sun “dresses herself in mourning,” as if preparing for the funeral rite of her own Creator. The addi8on 

of the sun is probably intended to connect the apocalyp8c events of Jesus’ death to the end-8mes 

events described in all four Gospel accounts, for nothing says the end has come quite like losing the 

sun. 

Thus a line is drawn from Jesus’ death to Jesus’ second coming, when the old crea8on will 

permanently dissolve to make room for the new crea8on, even as Jesus comes “on the clouds of 

heaven” (Mae 26:64).  In the new heaven and earth God has promised to lavish now mere things, but 

chiefly Himself on you, who are already made new even now through Holy Bap8sm. “Now when these 

things begin to take place, straighten up and raise your heads, because your redemp8on is drawing 

near” (Luke 21:28).  

Hear how the tenor ends on a high note and the music does not “seele” to a conclusion, as is fivng 

when ending on a ques8on. And what about you? Tomorrow we will see how your sinful heart of 

stone is crushed in spirit to make room for a heart of flesh—yet another giY from the merciful heart of 

God. 

Our hope and expecta?on, O Jesus, now appear; 

Arise, O Sun so longed for, O’er this benighted sphere (LSB 515.4). Amen. 



The Sixth Sunday in Lent (Palm Sunday) 

2 April 2023 

An,phon 

“Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! We bless you from the house of the Lord.” -- Psalm 

118:26 

Lessons 

Isaiah 50:4-9a; Psalm 118:15-29 or Psalm 3:9-16; Philippians 2:5-11; St. Maehew 26:1-27 or St. 

Maehew 27:11-66 or St. John 12:20-43 

Collect of the Day 

Almighty and everlas8ng God, who hast sent Thy Son, our Savior Jesus Christ, to take upon Him our 

flesh and to suffer death upon the cross that all mankind should follow the example of His great 

humility, mercifully grant that we may both follow the example of His pa8ence and also be make 

partkers of His resurrec8on; through Jesus Christ, Thy Son, our Lord, who liveth and reigneth with 

Thee and the Holy Ghost, ever one God, world without end. Amen. 

Hymn of the Day 

“All Glory, Laud and Honor” (LSB 442) or 

“A Lamb Goes Uncomplaining Forth” (LSB 438)  

Looking forward to Lent VI 

Palm Sunday (known as “Passion Sunday” the past few decades) does “double duty” as a day to 

celebrate Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem and to ponder His Passion. The processional Gospel from John 12 

is especially fivng this year as you prepare for the Passion of our Lord according to John. The Hymn to 

Christ in Philippians 2 is an excellent summary of the lessons for Palm Sunday as it describes the 

trajectory of the Christ from His Godhead to His incarna8on, death, and exalta8on. In addi8on the 

Hymn of the Day, not to be missed on this Sunday is the La8n hymn, “The Royal Banners Forward 

Go” (LSB 455), one of two great hymns of the cross, along with “Sing, My Tongue, the Glorious 

Baele” (LSB 454).  

A Look at the Liturgy in Bach’s Leipzig 

On Palm Sunday the Chief Divine Service was held at St. Nicholas began at 6:30 a.m. and was 

dis8nguished by the chan8ng of the en8re Passion according to St. Maehew. The chant-based sevng 

assigned the voice of Christ to a deacon, St. Maehew to a student, individual roles to other capable 

singers, and crowd por8ons to the choir. As Bach directed the Palm Sunday music in 1724, the singing 

of rela8vely straight-forward St. Maehew Passion probably felt like a “work up” to the fully concerted 

(i.e., a sevng for voices and instruments) Passion that he would direct from the harpsichord on Good 

Friday. Was Bach aware of the Saxon law of 1518 against composers performing their own 

composi8ons in church? Every note of J. S. Bach’s St. John Passion was against the law.  

Hymn–Prayer 

Graciously my faith renew; Help me bear my crosses, 

Learning humbleness from You, Peace mid pain and losses. 

May I give You love for love! Hear me, O my Savior, 

That I may in heav'n above / Sing Your praise forever. -- LSB 440.6 



The Thirty-FiMh Day of Lent 

Monday in Holy Week 

3 April 2023 

Soprano: Dissolve then, heart, in floods of tears 

 Dissolve then, heart, in floods of tears 

The Highest to honor! 
    Tell earth and heaven the grievous news 
    Your Jesus is dead!  

As we begin Holy Week and consider what is means for the hear to “dissolve . . . in floods of tears,” a 

number of Old Testament texts come to mind. You are probably familiar with the peniten8al Psalms, 

i.e, those Psalms which give you the very words for confessing your sins. You hopefully prayed Psalm 

51 on Ash Wednesday, including the pe88on for God to create in you a clean heart and to renew a 

right spirit in you (Psalm 51:1).  

Ezekiel has a clean and crisp metaphor to contrast the sinful heart and the clean heart: “And I will give 

you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from your 

flesh and give you a heart of flesh” (Ezek 36:26). The heart of stone, which you yourself inherited from 

Adam, is cold, impenitent, and unrepentant. The heart of flesh, which is only available at the foot of 

the Highest, is alive in Christ. 

As for New Testament texts, today is the tradi8onal day to read the en8re Passion of our Lord 

according to St. Maehew. But before you understand the Passion, you need to understand the 

Bea8tudes, especially the words, “Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven” (Mae 5:3). The Greek says, “beggars in spirit.” Oh, I know – it has the poten8al to offend 

sinners, for who wants to be a beggar? But it is only bent low, broken, yes, begging that we enter the 

kingdom of the crucified. As one Medieval prayer for penitents invites you to pray, “I fall apart into 

God.” 

Once again, your sinful flesh does not want to fall apart, does it? But all of these images—the corrupt 

heart, the beggar in spirit, the one who ceases to exist—are preparatory for rightly beholding the life-

giving cross, on which was hung the salva8on of the world. Jesus is dead. And your heart, dissolved in 

tears of repentance, is safe because the merciful heart of the Father gave His Son to be pierced for 

you. 

Bach scored this movement for minimal forces: soprano solo, solo oboe, solo flute and con8nuo 

(harpsichord and cello in consort). The lean forces create an introspec8ve sevng for this appeal to the 

human heart to turn “dissolve . . . in flood of tears.” The reduced forces give expression especially to 

the oboe and flute, which is echoed in the soprano line. Listen carefully to the lower instruments and 

you can hear the heart bea8ng. The selec8on of the soprano voice for this aria is also significant 

because in Baroque musical symbolism the soprano voice symbolized human and life and the prayers 

of individual believers, invi8ng you to make this text your own prayer this Lent. As the hymn puts it:  

 O sorrow dread! Our God is dead! Upon the cross extended. 

 There His love enlivened us / As His life was ended (LSB 448.2). 

Grant, I ask You, Almighty God, that I, who oten fail through my own infirmi?es, 

May be restored through the Passion and intercession of Thine only-begolen Son. Amen. 



The Thirty-Sixth Day of Lent 

Tuesday in Holy Week 

4 April 2023 

Evangelist: Since it was the day of Prepara8on 

31 Since it was the day of Preparation, and so that the bodies would not remain on the cross on 
the Sabbath (for that Sabbath was a high day), the Jews asked Pilate that their legs might be 
broken and that they might be taken away. 32 So the soldiers came and broke the legs of the first, 
and of the other who had been crucified with him. 33 But when they came to Jesus and saw that 
he was already dead, they did not break his legs. 34 But one of the soldiers pierced his side with a 
spear, and at once there came out blood and water. 35 He who saw it has borne witness—his 
testimony is true, and he knows that he is telling the truth—that you also may believe. 36 For 
these things took place that the Scripture might be fulfilled: “Not one of his bones will be 
broken.” 37 And again another Scripture says, “They will look on him whom they have pierced.” 
– St. John 19:31-37 

The Romans did not care about the Passover or the vic8ms of crucifixion, who were oYen leY on 

crosses on the Sabbath and beyond. Thus the Jews asked Pilate to expedite their deaths. The request 

to have the bones broken is marked forte, sugges8ng perhaps the forcefulness of the request and the 

breaking of the legs. But there was no need to break Jesus’ legs in the darkness of Good Friday. Jesus 

was already dead, for He suffered much more than physical torture that day. He suffered the wrath of 

the Father for all sin of all men. To determine if he was truly dead, a solider thrust a spear into His 

side, highlighted by an upward octave leap on the word “pierced” (eröffnete) and a large descending 

interval to depict the withdrawal of the spear.  

Behold the New Crea8on from the riven side of the new Adam! St. John is rewri8ng the book of 

Genesis according to its New Testament fulfillment, as you see already at the beginning of His Gospel, 

“In the beginning was the Word,” echoing Genesis 1:1. Eve was created from the side of the first Adam 

and all fell into sin through their transgression. But now, the new and greater Adam reverses the curse 

of the fall, once again by crea8ng something from His side.  

But this is no earthly bride! Rather, the new Adam creates His heavenly bride through water and 

blood. The water that flowed from Jesus’ side has pooled in bap8smal fonts, to wash away your sin 

and make you radiant white in Christ’s own righteousness. The blood that flowed from His side has 

collected in the Holy Chalice. There the Groom feeds you, His own bride, with the same blood – death-

defying and life-giving – that flowed from His riven side. The Spirit is hard at work through water and 

blood, as the hymn puts it: “Water, blood, and Spirit crying, By their witness tes8fying / To the One 

whose death-defying / Life has come, with life for all” (LSB 597.1). 

Here are fulfilled two Old Testament texts. The bones of the Passover Lamb cannot be broken, for He 

is the unblemished sacrifice (Ex 12:46). Similarly, on the day that the Lord “will pour out on the house 

of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and pleas for mercy” (Zech 12:10), they 

shall look on the crucified Christ, whom they have pierced: “On that day there shall be a fountain 

opened for the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem, to cleanse them from sin and 

uncleanness” (Zech 13:1). Thus do you look on the unblemished Lamb this Holy Week and receive 

grace and mercy.  

O God, grant me grace to pass through this holy ?me of the Lord’s Passion 

That I may obtain the pardon for my sins (ater TLH p. 65). Amen. 



The Thirty-Seventh Day of Lent 

Wednesday in Holy Week 

5 April 2023 

Chorale: Help us, Son of God, we pray 

Help us, Son of God, we pray, 
Through Thy bitter Passion, 
That in faithfulness we may 
Flee each sinful action, 
That Thy death, and sin its cause, 
Fruitfully we ponder, 
And, though weakness give us pause, 
Thanks to Thee we render. 

This chorale stanza by Michael Weisse is yet another adapta8on of “The Wisdom of the Father, the 

Divine Goodness,” a twelYh-century cycle of prayer that acquaints the eight daily prayer hours to the 

corresponding event in Jesus’ Passion. The text above was adapted from the following prayer for the 

final hour of the day, which serves as a general reflec8on on Jesus’ suffering:  

Therefore these Canonical hours my tongue shall ever 

In Thy praise, O Christ, recite with my heart's endeavor: 

That the Love which for my sake endured such tribula8on 

In mine own agony of death may be my salva8on. 

The chorale text by Michael Weisse prays to the Son of God for help “Through [His] bieer Passion,” 

followed by full-strength Law and the full consola8on of the Gospel. Under the Law, the chorale 

admonishes you to “flee each sinful ac8on,” recalling the pe88on “Lead us not into tempta8on” and 

the need to flee from the devil, the world, and from your own sinful flesh.  

Especially insigh~ul here is the phrase “and sin its cause,” i.e., your sin was the cause of Jesus’ death. 

To be sure, God the Father sent His Son to die. The Son gladly submieed to the Father’s will. Judas 

betrayed him. Peter denied His Lord. Pilate sentenced Him to death. A Roman detachment of soldiers 

crucified Jesus. But it was all to make atonement for the sin of Adam, which you yourself inherited 

from your parents, and which you yourself have added to with every transgression. Yes, your sin killed 

Jesus. 

Under the Gospel, however, this chorale text bids you to “frui~ully . . . ponder” Jesus’ Passion. As we 

near the end of our Lenten journey, recall that we have explored both the history and the fruit of 

Jesus’ Passion. The history of the week that changed the world is intriguing and important in every 

detail. But even more important are the fruits of your Lenten journey. In encountering the cruciform 

mystery, you receive life, salva8on, and the resurrec8on from the dead, and offer a “thank-offering” to 

Him. 

And there are more fruits to come. Over the next three days in the church year, you will consider His 

Last Supper, His Passion in detail, and His three-day rest in the tomb. And on Easter Sunday, you will 

proclaim the good news that the crucified One is also the risen One, whose new life is your life. 

Grant, I ask You, Almighty God, that I, who for my sins deserve eternal condemna?on, 

May mercifully be relieved by the Passion of Thine only-begolen Son (ater TLH p. 66). Amen. 



The Thirty-Eighth Day of Lent 

Holy (Maundy) Thursday 

6 April 2023 

Evangelist: AYer these things 

38 After these things Joseph of Arimathea, who was a disciple of Jesus, but secretly for fear of 
the Jews, asked Pilate that he might take away the body of Jesus, and Pilate gave him 
permission. So he came and took away his body. 39 Nicodemus also, who earlier had come to 
Jesus by night, came bringing a mixture of myrrh and aloes, about seventy-five pounds in 
weight. 40 So they took the body of Jesus and bound it in linen cloths with the spices, as is the 
burial custom of the Jews. 41 Now in the place where he was crucified there was a garden, and in 
the garden a new tomb in which no one had yet been laid. 42 So because of the Jewish day of 
Preparation, since the tomb was close at hand, they laid Jesus there. – St. John 19:38-42 

Joseph of Arimathea, described as a “respected member of the Sanhedrin” (Mark 15:43), was a key 

Jewish leader who pe88oned the Roman Prefect. John describes him as a “secret” disciple, which 

Bach echoes in the music by marking the words “but secretly for fear of the Jews” piano (quietly), 

crea8ng a sense of quiet conversa8on. By contrast, Joseph’s boldness in entering Pilate’s residence 

and risking ritual defilement is marked forte (strong, full). The removal of Jesus’ corpse is accompanied 

by a descending line extending over an octave as the Son of God is taken to final step of his 

humilia8on.   

Joseph was assisted by Nicodemus, another secret follower of Jesus, now making his second 

appearance in John’s Gospel (see John 3:1-20). This Pharisee and leader of the Jews (John 3:1) came to 

Jesus at night, and now returns to express his loyalty and courage as the night looms. The presence of 

Nicodemus completes the open-ended narra8ve in John 3, where we are not explicitly told if 

Nicodemus was born again through repentance and faith. Here, in Jesus’ burial, we see that 

Nicodemus believed Jesus and at some point received new birth by water and Spirit through Holy 

Bap8sm.  

Taken together, these two faithful disciples put the finishing touches on a very important aspect of 

John’s Gospel: The story that began in one garden ends in another garden. Recall that Jesus’ Passion 

began in the Garden of Gethsemane. It now ends in another garden as Jesus’ body is laid to rest and 

made ready to rise again on the third day, where Mary will mistake Him for the gardener (John 20:15).  

Similarly, the story of your fall into sin and restora8on in Christ began in the Garden of Eden, where 

Adam sinned and you, with all humanity, fell headlong into eternal death. But St. John, you may recall, 

rewrites the book of Genesis according to its fulfillment in Christ. St. John does not use the word 

“garden” in the book of Revela8on, but he includes the key components of the Garden of Eden in New 

Testament terms: the new tree of life, the river of life, and the fruits of salva8on, where “night will be 

no more . . . for the Lord God will be [your] light, and [you] will reign forever and ever” (Rev 22:5). 

Tonight, as part of the Maundy Thursday Liturgy, you might see the altar in your church stripped bare, 

followed by depar8ng in silence, an8cipa8ng the solemnity of the Good Friday Liturgy.  As you receive 

the Lord’s Supper this evening, consider medita8ng on the following text on the Supper, which unites 

the past (including His burial) with the present and the future: “O sacred feast, wherein Christ is 

received, the memory of His Passion is recalled, and the pledge of future glory is given to me.” 

By Your precious death and burial: Help us, good Lord. Amen. 



The Thirty-Ninth Day of Lent 

Good Friday 

7 April 2023 

Chorus: Rest well, you sacred body 

 Rest well, you sacred body 

For which I weep no more 
Rest well and bring me also to my rest! 
The grave that is yours 
And holds no more suffering 
For me opens Heaven and closes Hell. 

  

The care given to Jesus’ body in prepara8on for His burial cannot be overstated. The body of Christ, 

having made atonement for all sin of all men, is carefully and diligently laid to rest. The text of this 

chorus gives you voice to join with Joseph of Arimathea, Nicodemus, and all the faithful to consider 

Jesus’ three-day rest in the tomb and what it means for you and for your salva8on.  

Note the threefold use of the word “rest” (ruh). Jesus rested in the tomb, His suffering past and His 

post-resurrec8on work yet to come. And as it goes with any period of rest, it is temporary. Jesus has 

work to do! Apostles to forgive and restore. The Holy Spirit to send in even greater measure. A mother 

to encounter and reassure. Yes, even some fish to grill and two Apostles to send on special missions. 

And of course the right hand of His Father awaits, where He ever pleads for you as your own High 

Priest! 

How does this text comfort you? God the Father rested from His work in Genesis 1 and 2 and 

established the Sabbath Day for hallowing God’s name and hearing His Word. Jesus’ key statement on 

rest, in my es8ma8on, is the following promise: “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I 

will give you rest” (Mae 11:28). Perhaps St. Augus8ne put it best when He prayed to God, “Thou hast 

formed us for Thyself, and our hearts are restless 8ll they find rest in Thee.” Thus you receive the 

Sabbath rest of forgiveness and salva8on in the means of grace. You hallow God’s Word, hold it 

sacred, and gladly hear and learn it. And in the moment of death, your body will be laid to rest, 

knowing that Jesus’ rest in the tomb closed the gates of hell and opened heaven to you and to all who 

believe. 

The music is a plain8ve lullaby. The stately beat gives the movement a quiet and reflec8ve dignity. The 

descending melodic line in the strings is passed among the strings and woodwinds and eventually to 

the lower strings, depic8ng a 8me of rest. The 3 / 4 meter (count “one, two, three”) might mirror 

Jesus’ three-day rest in the tomb. Listen carefully to Bach’s treatment of the word “rest” (ruh), 

especially as all four voices descend to the lowest notes in the en8re movement The removal of 

woodwinds gives the second sec8on (star8ng at “The grave that is yours”) a sense of in8macy as the 

focus shiYs from the history of Jesus’ rest in the tomb to the fruits of His rest for you.  

And so God the Father, who created your body; God the Son, who redeemed your body with His own 

blood; and God the Holy Spirit, who sanc8fied your body through Holy Bap8sm to be His own temple, 

will keep your remains to the day of the resurrec8on of all flesh. And a host of angels reply, “Amen!”  

O Lord, graciously behold this Your family, for which Your Son was willing to be betrayed and 

 given into the hands of wicked men and to suffer death upon the cross. Amen 



The For,eth Day of Lent 

Holy Saturday 

8 April 2023 

Chorale: Lord, let at last Thine angels come 

Lord, let at last thine angels come, 
to Abr'ham's bosom bear me home that I may die unfearing; 
and in its narrow chamber keep 
my body safe in peaceful sleep until thy reappearing. 
And then from death awaken me that these mine eyes with joy may see, 
O Son of God, thy glorious face, my Savior and my fount of grace. 
Lord Jesus Christ, my prayer attend, my prayer attend, 
and I will praise thee without end. 

As we come to the end of our forty-part journey through the St. John Passion, we end with a chorale 

by a later sixteenth-century hymn writer, Mar8n Schalling (1532–1608). He was a stalwart confess of 

the faith, who endured persecu8on for his confession, as was the case with many hymn writers in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The text printed above is the third and final stanza of “Lord, 

Thee I Love with All My Heart,” a hymn which describes the union of the believer with Christ (st. 1), 

the need for the right doctrine and confession (st. 2), and the prayer for a good death (st. 3). If you 

examine the en8re hymn, you will probably be struck by the union of Christ, the Head, with you, His 

own body. 

The concluding chorale describes the shape of your Chris8an life in terms of death and resurrec8on, 

the very paeern that you are marking in the church year this Lent and the coming Easter season. Here 

you pray that the angels, who ascended and descend between heaven and earth (John 1:51), would 

bear you home to Abram’s bosom, echoing the parable of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31). 

The talk of a “narrow chamber” and “peaceful sleep” are powerful reminders that Christ died; 

believers sleep. And a peaceful sleep is always followed by a resurrec8on: “And then from death 

awaken me,” etc. Especially striking is the phrase “fount of grace” (Gnadenthron). In the Old 

Testament, the throne of grace was a physical object, as were the contents of the tabernacle and the 

Temple. But in the New Testament the fount of grace and mercy-seat is the flesh and blood of Christ. 

Now risen, ascended, and glorified, He will hear your prayer to your last breath, for every pe88on is 

wrieen in His shed blood.  

The chorale is sung by all voices and played by all the instruments, but this is not a “tuh duh!” finale, 

as if begging for a standing ova8on. Rather, this is the corporate statement of faith, which the 

congrega8on in Bach’s Leipzig might have sung with the choir and orchestra. The tune and harmony 

are straight forward, allowing the text to predominate. Musically the melody seems to hover between 

heaven and earth, as befits the union of heaven and earth in Chris8an worship. The dynamic climax is 

certainly on the plain8ve cry, “Lord, Jesus Christ!” – words that recall Mar8n Luther’s spontaneous 

prayer in 8mes of trouble: “Lord! Christ! Help!” For it’s all about the Lord Jesus Christ, from first to 

last. 

On this Holy Saturday, Chris8ans around the world aeend Easter Vigil. As you watch and pray for the 

news that Christ is risen, see the parallels between the life of Christ and the Chris8an life. Jesus died 

and rose to new life. And you, though living graveside, will rise again “to everlas8ng life and a joyful 

reunion with those [you] love who have died in the faith” (LSB p. 281). God grant it unto you, for 

Jesus’ sake! 

You who have suffered for us, have mercy upon us! Amen. 



Easter Sunday 

The Resurrec8on of Our Lord 

9 April 2023 

 And I, when I am lited up from the earth, will draw all people to myself. – St. John 12:32 

Our Lenten journey has taken forty musical and liturgical steps, but the broader narra8ve of Jesus’ 

Passion consists of five sec8ons: the garden (John 18:1–11), before the Chief Priests (John 18:12–27), 

before Pilate (18:28–19:23), the cross (John 19:24–37), and the tomb (John 19:38–42). On this Easter 

Sunday see how each of these five Passion scenes now serves to draw all men to the risen One.  

The One who was betrayed in the garden now appears to Mary Magdalene in another garden (John 

20:1–18). Imagine the emo8ons running through the minds of Mary, Peter, and John! Their world had 

been turned upside down by Jesus’ Passion, and now will it be radically changed again? Yes, but in a 

way they did not yet understand, “for as yet they did not understand the Scripture, that [Christ] must 

rise from the dead” (John 20:9). But Mary’s tes8mony, “I have seen the Lord” (John 20:18), will 

gradually spread like wild fire, even to your hearts and ears this very day.  

Christ, who was humiliated in His trial before the High Priests, now appears before His disciples in a 

state of exalta8on (John 20:19–31). Behold the giYs that come from above! What is the first word 

from Jesus—betrayed, denied, and crucified—to the very disciples who cowered in fear? Peace. Peace 

for Peter, who denied Him. Peace for the other ten disciples, who were uncertain about their future. 

Yes, the peace that passes all understanding, an Easter giY from the One who s8ll bears the marks of 

His Passion and, once liYed up on the cross, sends His Apostles forth with the word of forgiveness for 

you. 

The One who was tried and scourged before Pilate now appears before seven disciples on the Sea of 

Tiberius (John 21:1–14). The sevng on the Sea of Tiberius recalls the feeding of the 5,000, which 

occurred on “the other side of . . . the Sea of Tiberias” (John 6:1). Once again Jesus feeds His people in 

abundance at the Sea of Tiberius. But more important than earthly fish was their realiza8on that the 

mysterious “bass master” on the shore was the risen Christ. And He sends them forth as fishers of 

men, who will catch men in the net of the gospel and grant them to eat sacramentally with Jesus.  

Christ, who was crucified aYer being betrayed three 8mes by Peter, now charges Peter three 8mes to 

feed His flock (John 21:15–19), which He purchased with His own blood (Acts 20:28). Peter the denier 

becomes Peter the confessor. Through His work, passed from the first genera8on of Apostles to a 

mighty company of preachers then and now, sheep have fed on the green pastures of the right gospel 

and stood in the very presence of Christ. Peter once cowered in fear that his associa8on with Jesus 

might lead to personal harm, but now he is prepared to die by crucifixion and therein to glorify God. 

The One who was buried in a borrowed tomb aYer commending His mother to John’s care says John’s 

tes8mony, rather than the length of his human life, is the enduring legacy of John (John 21:20–25). 

The confusion over John’s supposed immortality has appeared now and then in various sects, but John 

makes it clear that it’s all about the life and message of Jesus. John is merely “bearing witness about 

these things,” that is, about the life, death, and resurrec8on of the Word made flesh. Exalted on high, 

He con8nues to draw men to Himself every 8me the gospel is preached and the sacraments are given. 

You who have risen for us, have mercy upon us. Amen.


