Lesson 4

The Freedom of a Christian

Martin Luther, Fall 1520

A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.
A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.
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.
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.
I will 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.”
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.
Let’s review some of Luther’s illustrations and understand their meaning in context:
the marriage of Christ and the soul

the dog with meat in its mouth

Adam and Eve’s works in Paradise

as the trees are, so are the fruits they bear

St. Paul also circumcised his disciple Timothy, not because circumcision was necessary for his
righteousness, but that he might not offend or despise the Jews who were weak in the faith and could
not yet grasp the liberty of faith. But, on the other hand, when they despised the liberty of faith and
insisted that circumcision was necessary for righteousness, he resisted them and did not allow Titus
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to be circumcised Gal. 2[:3]. Just as he was unwilling to offend or despise any man’s weak faith and
yielded to their will for a time, so he was also unwilling that the liberty of faith should be offended
against or despised by stubborn, work-righteous men. He chose a middle way, sparing the weak for a
time, but always withstanding the stubborn, that he might convert all to the liberty of faith.
Paul’s circumcising Timothy is in Acts 16:1-3.
Paul’s refusing to circumcise Titus is in Galatians 2:3-5.
Though Paul’s ways may have looked inconsistent, how were they consistent with the gospel?

Of the same nature are the precepts which Paul gives in Rom. 13[:1–7], namely, that Christians
should be subject to the governing authorities and be ready to do every good work, not that they shall
in this way be justified, since they already are righteous through faith, but that in the liberty of the
Spirit they shall by so doing serve others and the authorities themselves and obey their will freely and
out of love.
What is the difference between your obedience to the government and an unbeliever’s obedience
to the government?

We conclude, therefore, that a Christian lives not in himself, but in Christ and in his neighbor.
Otherwise he is not a Christian. He lives in Christ through faith, in his neighbor through love. By faith
he is caught up beyond himself into God. By love he descends beneath himself into his neighbor.
What does God need from you?

What does your neighbor need from you?

There are very many who, when they hear of this freedom of faith, immediately turn it into an occasion
for the flesh and think that now all things are allowed them. They want to show that they are free men
and Christians only by despising and finding fault with ceremonies, traditions, and human laws; as if
they were Christians because on stated days they do not fast or eat meat when others fast, or
because they do not use the accustomed prayers, and with upturned nose scoff at the precepts of
men, although they utterly disregard all else that pertains to the Christian religion. The extreme
opposite of these are those who rely for their salvation solely on their reverent observance of
ceremonies, as if they would be saved because on certain days they fast or abstain from meats, or
pray certain prayers; these make a boast of the precepts of the church and of the fathers, and do not
care a fig for the things which are of the essence of our faith. Plainly, both are in error because they
neglect the weightier things which are necessary to salvation, and quarrel so noisily about trifling and
unnecessary matters.
Whom do you think Luther is talking about in both cases?
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How much better is the teaching of the Apostle Paul who bids us take a middle course and condemns
both sides when he says, “Let not him who eats despise him who abstains, and let not him who
abstains pass judgment on him who eats” [Rom. 14:3]. Here you see that they who neglect and
disparage ceremonies, not out of piety, but out of mere contempt, are reproved, since the Apostle
teaches us not to despise them. Such men are puffed up by knowledge. On the other hand, he
teaches those who insist on the ceremonies not to judge the others, for neither party acts toward the
other according to the love that edifies…As a man is not righteous because he keeps and clings to the
works and forms of the ceremonies, so also will a man not be counted righteous merely because he
neglects and despises them.
What are some ceremonies where we may have differences of opinion?

What must we remember as we deal with these differences of opinion?

Hence the Christian must take a middle course and face those two classes of men. He will meet first
the unyielding, stubborn ceremonialists who like deaf adders are not willing to hear the truth of liberty
[Ps. 58:4] but, having no faith, boast of, prescribe, and insist upon their ceremonies as means of
justification. Such were the Jews of old, who were unwilling to learn how to do good. These he must
resist, do the very opposite, and offend them boldly lest by their impious views they drag many with
them into error. In the presence of such men it is good to eat meat, break the fasts, and for the sake
of the liberty of faith do other things which they regard as the greatest of sins. Of them we must say,
“Let them alone; they are blind guides.” According to this principle Paul would not circumcise Titus
when the Jews insisted that he should [Gal. 2:3], and Christ excused the apostles when they plucked
ears of grain on the sabbath [Matt. 12:1–8]. There are many similar instances. The other class of men
whom a Christian will meet are the simple-minded, ignorant men, weak in the faith, as the Apostle
calls them, who cannot yet grasp the liberty of faith, even if they were willing to do so [Rom. 14:1].
These he must take care not to offend. He must yield to their weakness until they are more fully
instructed. Since they do and think as they do, not because they are stubbornly wicked, but only
because their faith is weak, the fasts and other things which they consider necessary must be
observed to avoid giving them offense. This is the command of love which would harm no one but
would serve all men. It is not by their fault that they are weak, but by that of their pastors who have
taken them captive with the snares of their traditions and have wickedly used these traditions as rods
with which to beat them. They should have been delivered from these pastors by the teachings of faith
and freedom.
How did Luther deal with a very real pastoral situation in front of him?

What does it mean for you to be free in Christ?
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