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The Freedom of a Christian Martin Luther, Fall 1520 

Highlights from Lesson 1: 

A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none. 

A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all. 

First, let us consider the inner man to see how a righteous, free, and pious Christian, that is, a 

spiritual, new, and inner man, becomes what he is. 

One thing, and only one thing, is necessary for Christian life, righteousness, and freedom. That one 

thing is the most holy Word of God, the gospel of Christ, as Christ says…John 8[:36], “So if the Son 

makes you free, you will be free indeed.” 

It ought to be the first concern of every Christian to lay aside all confidence in works and increasingly 

to strengthen faith alone and through faith to grow in the knowledge, not of works, but of Christ Jesus, 

who suffered and rose for him. 

Here we must point out that the entire Scripture of God is divided into two parts: commandments and 

promises. The commandments show us what we ought to do but do not give us the power to do it. 

They are intended to teach man to know himself, that through them he may recognize his inability to 

do good and may despair of his own ability…The promises of God give what the commandments of 

God demand and fulfil what the law prescribes so that all things may be God’s alone, both the 

commandments and the fulfilling of the commandments. He alone commands, he alone fulfils. 

The freedom of a Christian comes by faith—and only by faith—in Christ! 

What greater rebellion against God, what greater wickedness, what greater contempt of God is there 

than not believing his promise? For what is this but to make God a liar or to doubt that he is 

truthful?—that is, to ascribe truthfulness to one’s self but lying and vanity to God? Does not a man 

who does this deny God and set himself up as an idol in his heart? Then of what good are works done 

in such wickedness, even if they were the works of angels and apostles? Therefore God has rightly 

included all things, not under anger or lust, but under unbelief, so that they who imagine that they are 

fulfilling the law by doing the works of chastity and mercy required by the law (the civil and human 

virtues) might not be saved. They are included under the sin of unbelief and must either seek mercy 

or be justly condemned. 

 Why can’t civil and human virtues save a person? 

Faith unites the soul with Christ as a bride is united with her bridegroom. By this mystery, as the 

Apostle teaches, Christ and the soul become one flesh [Eph. 5:31–32]. And if they are one flesh and 

there is between them a true marriage—indeed the most perfect of all marriages, since human 

marriages are but poor examples of this one true marriage—it follows that everything they have they 

hold in common, the good as well as the evil. Accordingly the believing soul can boast of and glory in 

whatever Christ has as though it were its own, and whatever the soul has Christ claims as his own. 

Let us compare these and we shall see inestimable benefits. Christ is full of grace, life, and salvation. 
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The soul is full of sins, death, and damnation. Now let faith come between them and sins, death, and 

damnation will be Christ’s, while grace, life, and salvation will be the soul’s; for if Christ is a 

bridegroom, he must take upon himself the things which are his bride’s and bestow upon her the 

things that are his. 

 What great exchange happens between Christ and the Christian? 

Christ reigns in heavenly and spiritual things and consecrates them—things such as righteousness, 

truth, wisdom, peace, salvation, etc. This does not mean that all things on earth and in hell are not 

also subject to him—otherwise how could he protect and save us from them?—but that his kingdom 

consists neither in them nor of them. Nor does his priesthood consist in the outer splendor of robes 

and postures like those of the human priesthood of Aaron and our present-day church; but it consists 

of spiritual things through which he by an invisible service intercedes for us in heaven before God, 

there offers himself as a sacrifice, and does all things a priest should do…Nor does he only pray and 

intercede for us but he teaches us inwardly through the living instruction of his Spirit, thus performing 

the two real functions of a priest, of which the prayers and the preaching of human priests are visible 

types. 

 Christ Jesus, who died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is 

also interceding for us (Romans 8:34). 

 What is it important to realize about the kingship and priesthood of Jesus Christ? 

All of us who believe in Christ are priests and kings in Christ, as 1 Pet. 2[:9] says; “You are a chosen 

race, God’s own people, a royal priesthood, a priestly kingdom, that you may declare the wonderful 

deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light.” 

 To him who loves us and has freed us from our sins by his blood, and has made us to be a 

kingdom and priests to serve his God and Father—to him be glory and power for ever and ever! 

Amen (Revelation 1:5-6). 

 What does it mean to you that you are a king in Christ? 

 What does it mean to you that you are a priest in Christ? 

First, with respect to the kingship, every Christian is by faith so exalted above all things that, by virtue 

of a spiritual power, he is lord of all things without exception, so that nothing can do him any harm. As 

a matter of fact, all things are made subject to him and are compelled to serve him in obtaining 

salvation. Accordingly Paul says in Rom. 8[:28], “All things work together for good for the elect,” and in 

1 Cor. 3[:21–23], “All things are yours whether … life or death or the present or the future, all are 

yours; and you are Christ’s ….” This is not to say that every Christian is placed over all things to have 
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and control them by physical power—a madness with which some churchmen are afflicted—for such 

power belongs to kings, princes, and other men on earth. Our ordinary experience in life shows us 

that we are subjected to all, suffer many things, and even die. As a matter of fact, the more Christian a 

man is, the more evils, sufferings, and deaths he must endure, as we see in Christ the first-born 

prince himself, and in all his brethren, the saints. The power of which we speak is spiritual. It rules in 

the midst of enemies and is powerful in the midst of oppression. This means nothing else than that 

“power is made perfect in weakness” [2 Cor. 12:9] and that in all things I can find profit toward 

salvation [Rom. 8:28], so that the cross and death itself are compelled to serve me and to work 

together with me for my salvation. This is a splendid privilege and hard to attain, a truly omnipotent 

power, a spiritual dominion in which there is nothing so good and nothing so evil but that it shall work 

together for good to me, if only I believe. Yes, since faith alone suffices for salvation, I need nothing 

except faith exercising the power and dominion of its own liberty. Lo, this is the inestimable power and 

liberty of Christians. 

A truly omnipotent power…This is the inestimable power and liberty of Christians. 

 What is so great about the freedom that comes with being a king in Christ? 

 What is important to realize about your kingship in Christ? 

Not only are we the freest of kings, we are also priests forever, which is far more excellent than being 

kings, for as priests we are worthy to appear before God to pray for others and to teach one another 

divine things. These are the functions of priests, and they cannot be granted to any unbeliever. Thus 

Christ has made it possible for us, provided we believe in him, to be not only his brethren, co-heirs, 

and fellow-kings, but also his fellow-priests. Therefore we may boldly come into the presence of God 

in the spirit of faith [Heb. 10:19, 22] and cry “Abba, Father!” pray for one another, and do all things 

which we see done and foreshadowed in the outer and visible works of priests. 

 Why is being priests even more excellent than being kings? 

From this anyone can clearly see how a Christian is free from all things and over all things so that he 

needs no works to make him righteous and save him, since faith alone abundantly confers all these 

things. Should he grow so foolish, however, as to presume to become righteous, free, saved, and a 

Christian by means of some good work, he would instantly lose faith and all its benefits, a foolishness 

aptly illustrated in the fable of the dog who runs along a stream with a piece of meat in his mouth and, 

deceived by the reflection of the meat in the water, opens his mouth to snap at it and so loses both 

the meat and the reflection. 

 What is the most foolish thing a Christian could do? Why? 
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You will ask, “If all who are in the church are priests, how do these whom we now call priests differ 

from laymen?” I answer: Injustice is done those words “priest,” “cleric,” “spiritual,” “ecclesiastic,” when 

they are transferred from all Christians to those few who are now by a mischievous usage called 

“ecclesiastics.” Holy Scripture makes no distinction between them, although it gives the name 

“ministers,” “servants,” “stewards” to those who are now proudly called popes, bishops, and lords and 

who should according to the ministry of the Word serve others and teach them the faith of Christ and 

the freedom of believers. Although we are all equally priests, we cannot all publicly minister and 

teach. We ought not do so even if we could. Paul writes accordingly in 1 Cor. 4 [1], “This is how one 

should regard us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God.” 

That stewardship, however, has now been developed into so great a display of power and so terrible 

a tyranny that no heathen empire or other earthly power can be compared with it, just as if laymen 

were not also Christians. Through this perversion the knowledge of Christian grace, faith, liberty, and 

of Christ himself has altogether perished, and its place has been taken by an unbearable bondage of 

human works and laws. 

 Why don’t we call our pastors “priests”? 

What man is there whose heart, upon hearing these things, will not rejoice to its depth, and when 

receiving such comfort will not grow tender so that he will love Christ as he never could by means of 

any laws or works? Who would have the power to harm or frighten such a heart? If the knowledge of 

sin or the fear of death should break in upon it, it is ready to hope in the Lord. It does not grow afraid 

when it hears tidings of evil. It is not disturbed when it sees its enemies. This is so because it believes 

that the righteousness of Christ is its own and that its sin is not its own, but Christ’s, and that all sin is 

swallowed up by the righteousness of Christ. This, as has been said above, is a necessary 

consequence on account of faith in Christ. So the heart learns to scoff at death and sin and to say 

with the Apostle, “O death, where is thy victory? O death, where is thy sting? The sting of death is sin, 

and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus 

Christ” [1 Cor. 15:55–57]. Death is swallowed up not only in the victory of Christ but also by our 

victory, because through faith his victory has become ours and in that faith we also are conquerors. 

 What are you especially grateful that you have conquered by faith? 

 

 

 


