Lesson 3

The Freedom of a Christian

Martin Luther, Fall 1520

Highlights from the first half of Luther’s document:
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.
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.
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.
A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.
A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.
Now let us turn to the second part, the outer man. Here we shall answer all those who, offended by
the word “faith” and by all that has been said, now ask, “If faith does all things and is alone sufficient
unto righteousness, why then are good works commanded? We will take our ease and do no works
and be content with faith.” I answer: not so, you wicked men, not so.
Why then are good works commanded? What is your answer to that question?

In this life a man must control his own body and have dealings with men. Here the works begin; here
a man cannot enjoy leisure; here he must indeed take care to discipline his body by fastings,
watchings, labors, and other reasonable discipline and to subject it to the Spirit so that it will obey and
conform to the inner man and faith and not revolt against faith and hinder the inner man, as it is the
nature of the body to do if it is not held in check…The inner man meets a contrary will in his own flesh
which strives to serve the world and seeks its own advantage. This the spirit of faith cannot tolerate,
but with joyful zeal it attempts to put the body under control and hold it in check, as Paul says in Rom.
7[:22–23], “For I delight in the law of God, in my inmost self, but I see in my members another law at
war with the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of sin,” and in another place, “But I
pommel my body and subdue it, lest after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified” [1 Cor.
9:27], and in Galatians [5:24], “And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its
passions and desires.”…Hence a man cannot be idle, for the need of his body drives him and he is
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compelled to do many good works to reduce it to subjection.
What does Luther point to as one main reason why a Christian does good works?

We should think of the works of a Christian who is justified and saved by faith because of the pure
and free mercy of God, just as we would think of the works which Adam and Eve did in Paradise, and
all their children would have done if they had not sinned. We read in Gen. 2[:15] that “The Lord God
took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it.” Now Adam was created
righteous and upright and without sin by God so that he had no need of being justified and made
upright through his tilling and keeping the garden; but, that he might not be idle, the Lord gave him a
task to do, to cultivate and protect the garden. This task would truly have been the freest of works,
done only to please God and not to obtain righteousness, which Adam already had in full measure
and which would have been the birthright of us all.
How are the works of a believer like the works which Adam and Eve did in Paradise?

“Good works do not make a good man, but a good man does good works; evil works do not make a
wicked man, but a wicked man does evil works.”
How is that statement proven true in various areas of life?

How do you see our society grapple with that statement?

It is always necessary that the substance or person himself be good before there can be any good
works, and that good works follow and proceed from the good person, as Christ also says, “A good
tree cannot bear evil fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit” [Matt. 7:18]. It is clear that the fruits do
not bear the tree and that the tree does not grow on the fruits, also that, on the contrary, the trees
bear the fruits and the fruits grow on the trees. As it is necessary, therefore, that the trees exist before
their fruits and the fruits do not make trees either good or bad, but rather as the trees are, so are the
fruits they bear; so a man must first be good or wicked before he does a good or wicked work, and his
works do not make him good or wicked, but he himself makes his works either good or wicked.
Christ says the same: “Either make the tree good, and its fruit good; or make the tree bad, and its
fruit bad” [Matt. 12:33], as if he would say, “Let him who wishes to have good fruit begin by planting a
good tree.” So let him who wishes to do good works begin not with the doing of works, but with
believing, which makes the person good, for nothing makes a man good except faith, or evil except
unbelief.
What do these truths mean for our church’s role in society?
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If works are sought after as a means to righteousness, are burdened with this perverse leviathan, and
are done under the false impression that through them one is justified, they are made necessary and
freedom and faith are destroyed; and this addition to them makes them no longer good but truly
damnable works. They are not free, and they blaspheme the grace of God since to justify and to save
by faith belongs to the grace of God alone. What the works have no power to do they nevertheless—
by a godless presumption through this folly of ours—pretend to do and thus violently force themselves
into the office and glory of grace. We do not, therefore, reject good works; on the contrary, we cherish
and teach them as much as possible. We do not condemn them for their own sake but on account of
this godless addition to them and the perverse idea that righteousness is to be sought through them;
for that makes them appear good outwardly, when in truth they are not good.
Where do good works not belong? Where do good works belong?

Man should be guided in all his works by this thought and contemplate this one thing alone, that he
may serve and benefit others in all that he does, considering nothing except the need and the
advantage of his neighbor. Accordingly the Apostle commands us to work with our hands so that we
may give to the needy, although he might have said that we should work to support ourselves. He
says, however, “that he may be able to give to those in need” [Eph. 4:28]. This is what makes caring
for the body a Christian work, that through its health and comfort we may be able to work, to acquire,
and lay by funds with which to aid those who are in need, that in this way the strong member may
serve the weaker, and we may be sons of God, each caring for and working for the other, bearing one
another’s burdens and so fulfilling the law of Christ [Gal. 6:2]. This is a truly Christian life. Here faith is
truly active through love [Gal. 5:6], that is, it finds expression in works of the freest service, cheerfully
and lovingly done, with which a man willingly serves another without hope of reward; and for himself
he is satisfied with the fullness and wealth of his faith.
What does Luther point to as a second main reason why a Christian does good works?

“He who has been stealing must steal no longer, but must work, doing something useful with his
own hands, that he may have something to share with those in need” (Ephesians 4:28).
What does that passage teach us about the importance of putting God’s commands into practice?

Why can a Christian afford to willingly serve others?

A Christian ought to think: “Although I am an unworthy and condemned man, my God has given me in
Christ all the riches of righteousness and salvation without any merit on my part, out of pure, free
mercy, so that from now on I need nothing except faith which believes that this is true. Why should I
not therefore freely, joyfully, with all my heart, and with an eager will do all things which I know are
pleasing and acceptable to such a Father who has overwhelmed me with his inestimable riches? I will
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therefore give myself as a Christ to my neighbor, just as Christ offered himself to me; I will do nothing
in this life except what I see is necessary, profitable, and salutary to my neighbor, since through faith I
have an abundance of all good things in Christ.”
What does it mean to give myself as a Christ to my neighbor?

Behold, from faith thus flow forth love and joy in the Lord, and from love a joyful, willing, and free mind
that serves one’s neighbor willingly and takes no account of gratitude or ingratitude, of praise or
blame, of gain or loss. For a man does not serve that he may put men under obligations. He does not
distinguish between friends and enemies or anticipate their thankfulness or unthankfulness, but he
most freely and most willingly spends himself and all that he has, whether he wastes all on the
thankless or whether he gains a reward. As his Father does, distributing all things to all men richly and
freely, making “his sun rise on the evil and on the good” [Matt. 5:45], so also the son does all things
and suffers all things with that freely bestowing joy which is his delight when through Christ he sees it
in God, the dispenser of such great benefits.
Explain what is liberating for you about the kind of service described above.

Who then can comprehend the riches and the glory of the Christian life? It can do all things and has
all things and lacks nothing. It is lord over sin, death, and hell, and yet at the same time it serves,
ministers to, and benefits all men. But alas in our day this life is unknown throughout the world; it is
neither preached about nor sought after; we are altogether ignorant of our own name and do not know
why we are Christians or bear the name of Christians. Surely we are named after Christ, not because
he is absent from us, but because he dwells in us, that is, because we believe in him and are Christs
one to another and do to our neighbors as Christ does to us. But in our day we are taught by the
doctrine of men to seek nothing but merits, rewards, and the things that are ours; of Christ we have
made only a taskmaster far harsher than Moses.
What does our generation make of Christ?
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