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viii ix

Forty-day reading guide

•
The following guide will walk you through luther’s teaching on Christian 
freedom and conclude with Melanchthon’s summary on freedom. each 
day’s reading includes about 3–5 pages of text, which may take about 
10–15 minutes to read. The reference numbers in the charts below are 
to page numbers.

This schedule may be followed at any time or during the forty days 
of lent, beginning on ash wednesday, which would be an excellent 
plan for congregational reflection. Conclude each day’s reading by 
reciting the appointed prayer for the week, voicing personal prayers, 
journaling your thoughts, or doing freely whatever your devotion may 
suggest.

week 1

Day 1/wed an open letter to Pope leo X 27–29
Day 2/Thurs 29–32
Day 3/fri 32–36
Day 4/Sat 36–39

1. Prayer for Pure faith

o father of all mercy, You have begun Your work in us. endow us more 
and more with all fullness of wisdom and knowledge. Then we may be 
assured in our hearts and fully know how the Spirit, who has raised up 
our lord, also enlivens the faith within us with the same power and 
strength. Through him we have also risen from the dead by his mighty 
power, which works in us through Your holy word. help us to grow in 
the knowledge of Your dear Son, our lord Jesus Christ, and to remain 
firm in the confession of his blessed word. give us the love to be of one 
mind and to serve one another in Christ. Then we will not be afraid of 
that which is disagreeable, nor of the rage of the arsonist (Satan) whose 
torch is almost extinguished. Dear father, guard us so that his craftiness 
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introduCtion

•
 Brave hearts Yearn for freedom

Who shall defend thee now, and make thee free? 
Alas! in war, who shall thy leader be! 
Who shall thee now rescue from Saxon rage, 
And who their wrath and fury can assuage? 
I say no more, but beg God of his grace, 
May thee in haste restore to wealth and peace: 
Brave Wallace now shall thee govern no more, 
Who to thy rights restor’d thee thrice before. 
 —Blind Harry’s Wallace1

in 1508, Blind harry’s poem about freedom fighter william wallace came 
to press in edinburgh, Scotland. There Scottish patriots questioned who 
would deliver them from the Saxons—the english—who persistently 
trespassed their borders. across the channel in germany’s electoral 
Saxony, a young friar took up residence in the augustinian cloister at 
wittenberg. This young Saxon would also crave freedom and struggle 
for it. But the freedom sought by this brave heart was markedly different 
from the national and economic freedom sought by william wallace, 
Blind harry, and other medieval persons.

Martin luther’s hope and cry stand out among the other medi-
eval voices. to understand why luther’s message stands out, we begin 
with a brief survey of the hopes and causes of freedom that preceded 

1  william hamilton of gilbertfield, ed. (edinburgh: luath Press, 1998), 220.
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luther’s greatest treatise, Christian Freedom (1520). Then we shall turn 
to hear the wittenberg cry.

the freedom of the Church (1079)

among rugged hills in northern italy stands the castle of Canossa. here, 
in January 1077, holy roman emperor henry iv walked barefoot 
through the snow on three separate days to appear before the castle walls. 
inside was Pope gregory vii, who had excommunicated henry nearly 
a year earlier for meddling in church affairs. gregory was now planning 
to cross the alps, meet with henry’s subjects at augsburg, and work for 
henry’s removal from the throne. henry came barefoot in the snow as a 
penitent, seeking pardon from gregory in order to strengthen his polit-
ical position at home. he had only recently quelled the Saxon uprising 
(1073–75) and could little afford further conflict. his exceptional plead-
ing worked. gregory granted him pardon in a year that dramatically 
showed the tensions between the growing power of the medieval papacy 
as a priestly authority and the long-held belief in the divine right of kings 
to exercise authority, even over leaders of the churches in their territories.

tensions between these two leaders would persist, causing gregory 
in 1079 to draft a letter entitled “The freedom of the Church.” in this 
letter and other documents, gregory sought to confirm the authority 
of the papacy over earthly rulers. he sought a church that was “free, 
chaste, and catholic”: (1) free from kings appointing or “investing”2  
churchly leaders; (2) chaste or celibate so as to be free from the influ-
ence of family ties with the nobility, who would manipulate church 
affairs; and (3) catholic or universal rather than subject to local king-
doms of the world. gregory’s declaration of the church’s freedom did 
not end the struggles between papacy and empire—far from it. But he 
established a precedent that guided the beliefs and actions of church 
leaders and kings for centuries to come. gregory’s cry for the “freedom 
of the church” represented one medieval quest for freedom.

the great Charter (1215)

another example of the medieval quest for freedom can be seen in the 
Magna Carta or the great Charter of the freedoms of england. The 
introduction and first legal clause of the charter describes the freedom 
2 The eleventh-century conflict is known as the investiture Controversy.
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Thomas Murner’s poem “Concerning the Great Lutheran Fools” (1522) satirized Luther’s 
teaching about Christian freedom as a call to revolt. Note that this woodcut from Murner’s 
book shows a man carrying the freedom banner while also bearing a sword.

Different Visions of Freedom

Im
age: Public D

om
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cph.org



June 1520 On the Papacy in Rome
august 1520 To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation
c. Sept. 1520 The Babylonian Captivity of the Church
Sept. 1520 Christian Freedom
Dec. 1520 Why the Books of the Pope and His Disciples Were Burned
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Christian Freedom

  Martin luther, 1520
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EDITOR’s INTRODUCTION TO

Christian Freedom

•
For Christ is God and man. And that person not only has 
neither sinned, nor dies, nor is damned, but actually cannot 
sin, die, or be damned. . . . By the wedding ring of faith, 
[Christ] makes the sins, death, hell of His Bride common to 
both. In other words, He makes them His own. As far as those 
things are concerned, He does not conduct Himself otherwise 
than as if they were His own and He Himself had sinned, 
toiling, dying, and descending to hell, that He may overcome 
all things. . . . Thus the believing soul, through the pledge of 
its faith in Christ, its Bridegroom, becomes free from all sin, 
secure from death, and safe from hell. It is endowed with the 
eternal righteousness, life, and salvation of its Bridegroom, 
Christ. 
 —Martin Luther

luther began the treatise on Christian Freedom with a paradox, a form 
of reasoning that is characteristic of his thought. he explained that a 
Christian is at the same time a free lord (servant to none) and a slave 
(servant to all). god makes this so in working with mankind’s two 
natures—the inner man and the outer man. This paradox of freedom and 
slavery is like other parallel ideas luther would use in his teaching. for 
example, he taught that a Christian is a saint and a sinner at the same time 
(latin: simul justus et peccator), a Christian has both passive righteous-
ness and active righteousness, and also that the pairing and distinguishing 
of law and gospel can be used to explain and apply the Scriptures.
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luther presented the body of the treatise in two parts, which 
expound the paradox. in the first part, luther explained that Christ 
sets the inner man1 free through the gospel, which includes a mul-
titude of benefits. Christ makes each believer a priest by sharing his 
priesthood with him. on the other hand, the outer man needs the holy 
Spirit to keep him in check, since the Christian is constantly subject to 
temptation. The treatise illustrates these ideas with numerous examples 
and arguments, relating the believer’s freedom and obedience to the 
reformation issues of faith, good works, and the Christian life in com-
munion with Christ and one another. in the last section of the treatise, 
an “addition” on ceremonies, luther explained how ceremonies can be 
beneficial when used in faith.

latin and german editions
luther wrote the treatise for leo in latin. This is the longer, official 
version and the basis of our translation. including a nine-paragraph 
“addition” on ceremonies, the latin version runs seventy-three para-
graphs in the weimar edition.

in contrast, the more widely disseminated german edition is 
loosely based on the original treatise, being a translation that luther 
prepared himself. The german version omitted the added material on 
ceremonies and focused on presenting the body of the treatise in freer 
style. it appears in thirty-six large paragraphs, divided into thirty num-
bered divisions. it is almost as long as the main parts of the latin trea-
tise (points i–iii in the outline below).

outline
i. introduction to the Paradox of Christian freedom and Bondage
ii. first Part: The inner Man Set free by faith in the gospel
 a. introduction
 B. first Power or Benefit of faith
 C. Second Power or Benefit of faith
 D. Third Power or Benefit of faith
 e. Christian Priesthood and the Public Ministry of the word

1  for further explanation of the use of “man” in luther’s treatise, see appendix a.
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INTRODUCTION TO ChRIsTIAN FREEDOm

iii. Second Part: The outer Man Subject to the holy Spirit
 a. introduction
 B. four Comparisons
 C. faith and good works
 D. good works Serve one’s neighbor
 e. Christian freedom in Society and Church
iv. addition on the Matter of Ceremoniescph.org
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a treatise oF martin luther  
on Christian Freedom

•
[the Paradox of Christian  

freedom and Bondage]
Christian faith has appeared to many an easy thing, which not a few 
even reckon among the social virtues, as it were. They do this because 
they have not tested it by experience, nor have they ever tasted of what 
great virtue it is. for it is not possible for anyone to write well about it or 
understand well what has been rightly written, if that person has not at 
some time tasted of its spirit with tribulations pressing upon him. But he 
who has tasted even a little bit of it can never write, speak, think, hear 
enough about it. for it is a living fountain springing up into eternal life, 
as Christ calls it in John 4. now, although i cannot boast of my abun-
dance and i know how short my supply is, i still hope that i have attained 
some little drop of faith and can speak about it after having been vexed by 
great and various temptations. i still hope that i can speak—if not more 
elegantly—then certainly more soundly than those learned2 and overly 
precise disputants that have discussed it until now, who have not under-
stood their very own words. and so, in order that i may open an easier 
way for the unlearned—for it is they alone that i serve—i first lay down 
these two propositions concerning the liberty and servitude of the spirit:

2 oswald Bayer supports this understanding of the latin in Gott als Autor: zu einer 
poietologischen Theologie (tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1999), 261.
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a Christian is the freest lord of all, subject to none.
a Christian is the most dutiful servant of all, subject to all.

although these statements appear to contradict each other, nevertheless, 
when they are found to agree, they will serve our purpose beautifully. for 
both are the statements of Paul himself, who says in 1 Corinthians 9[:19], 
“Though i be free, i have made myself the servant of all”; in romans 
13[:8], “owe no one anything except that you love one another.” now 
love is by its own nature dutiful and obedient to that which is loved. Thus 
even Christ, though lord of all things, was nevertheless made of woman, 
made under the law [galatians 4:4]. he was at the same time free and a 
servant, at the same time in the form of god and in the form of a servant.

let us step back a moment and begin more simply than at that 
starting point. for mankind is composed of a twofold nature, spiritual 
and bodily. according to the spiritual nature, which they3 refer to as the 
soul, he is called the spiritual, inward, new man. according to the bodily 
nature, which they refer to as the flesh, he is called the fleshly, outward, 
old man, and concerning this the apostle [says] in 2 Corinthians 4[:16], 
“although our man who is on the outside is wasting away, nevertheless 
the one who is within is being renewed day by day.” This contradic-
tion makes opposing things to be said in the Scriptures concerning the 
same man, since these very two men oppose one another in the same 
man, as long as the flesh desires against the spirit, and the spirit against 
the flesh, galatians 5[:17].

[first Part: the inner Man Set  
free by faith in the gospel]

now the first topic that we are taking up is the inward man, as we prepare 
to see by what means one becomes righteous, free, and truly a Christian, 
that is, a spiritual, new, and inward man. and it is certain that absolutely 
nothing from among outward things—under whatever name they may 
be reckoned—has any bearing on the production of Christian righteous-
ness or liberty, nor likewise of unrighteousness or servitude. This can be 
shown by an easy argument. for what can it profit the soul if the body is 

3 Theologians.
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doing well, is free and full of life, eats, drinks, and does as it pleases, when 
even the most impious servants of all vices abound in these things? again, 
what harm to the soul is poor health or captivity or hunger or thirst or 
any other outward misfortune, when even the most pious of people and 
the freest in the purity of their conscience are troubled by these things? 
neither of these conditions affects either the liberty or the servitude of 
the soul. Thus it will profit nothing if the body should be adorned with 
sacred vestments in the manner of priests or dwell in holy places or be 
occupied with sacred duties or pray, fast, abstain from certain foods, and 
do whatever work can be done through the body and in the body. There 
is need of something far different for the righteousness and liberty of the 
soul. for the things that have been spoken of can be done by any god-
less person, and from these efforts nothing but hypocrites result. on the 
other hand, it will be no harm to the soul if the body should be clothed 
in secular clothing, dwell in secular places, eat and drink in the common 
manner, refrain from praying aloud, and omit all the things spoken of 
above, which can be done by hypocrites.

and so that we may reject everything, the following profit nothing: 
even speculations, meditations, and whatever can be done through the 
effort of the soul. There is need of one thing, and of that thing alone, 
[in order to sustain] life, righteousness, and Christian liberty. That is 
the most holy word of god, the gospel of Christ, as he says in John 
11[:25], “i am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in Me shall 
not die for eternity,” likewise 8[:36], “if the Son makes you free, you 
shall be free indeed,” and Matthew 4[:4], “Man does not live on bread 
alone, but on every word that proceeds from the mouth of god.” let us 
therefore consider it certain and firmly established that the soul can do 
without everything except the word of god, without which absolutely 
nothing is any help to it. But when it has the word, it is rich, lacking 
nothing. for it is the word of life, truth, light, peace, righteousness, sal-
vation, joy, liberty, wisdom, virtue, grace, glory, and every good thing, 
and in ways beyond counting. This is why the prophet, throughout the 
entire collection of octaves [i.e., Psalm 119], and in many other places, 
sighs for and calls upon the word of god with so many groanings and 
words. again, there is no fiercer blow of the wrath of god than when 
he sends a famine of hearing his word, as he calls it in amos [8:11–
12]. in the same way, there is no greater favor from him than if he 
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should send forth his word, as Psalm 107[:20] says: “he sent his word 
and healed them, and delivered them from their destructions.” nor was 
Christ sent for any other office than that of the word. The apostolic 
order, the order of bishops, and the general order of the clergy has not 
been called and instituted for anything but the ministry of the word.4

[faith’s first Benefit: absorbing the word]

But you will ask, “what is this word, and in what way should one employ 
it, since there are so many words of god?” i answer: The apostle, in 
romans 1[:1–4], explains what it is, namely, the gospel of god con-
cerning his Son, who became incarnate, suffered, was raised, and was 
glorified through the Spirit, the Sanctifier. for to preach Christ is to feed, 
justify, free, and save the soul, if it believes the preaching. for faith alone 
is the saving and efficacious5 use of the word of god—romans 10[:9]: 
“if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is lord, and believe in your 
heart that god raised him from the dead, you shall be saved,” and again 
[v. 4], “Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to every one who 
believes.” and romans 1[:17 says], “The righteous shall live by his faith.” 
for the word of god can be received and honored not by any works, but 
only by faith. So it is clear that as the soul has need of the word alone 
for life and righteousness, so it is justified by faith alone and not by any 
works. for if it could be justified by any other means, it would have no 
need of the word, and consequently neither of faith. But this faith abso-
lutely cannot coexist with works, that is, if you presume to be justified 
through works at the same time, whatever they are. for this would be to 
waver between two opinions, to worship Baal and kiss the hand, which 
is a very great iniquity, as Job [31:27] says. Therefore, when you begin to 
believe, you learn at the same time that all that is within you is nothing 
but guilt, sin, and things worthy of damnation. This accords with that 
[saying] in romans 3[:23], “all have sinned and are lacking in the glory 
of god,” and romans 3[:10–12], “There is no righteous man, there is no 
one who does good, they have all turned aside, they have all become use-
less at the same time.” for when this has been learned, you will know that 
Christ is necessary for you. he has suffered and risen again for you, so 
that by believing in him you might by this faith become another man, 

4  See also aC v and Xiv (Concordia, 33, 38–39).
5  “efficacious” means that the salvation is truly delivered by what the gospel says.
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with all your sins having been remitted and you having been justified by 
the merits of another, namely, of Christ alone.

Since therefore this faith cannot reign except in the inward man, 
as romans 10[:10] says, “with the heart one believes for righteous-
ness,” and since it alone justifies, it is evident that the inward man can 
be justified, become free, and saved by absolutely no outward work or 
effort. no works whatsoever have anything to do with him. in the same 
way, on the other hand, it is solely by impiety and unbelief of the heart 
that he becomes guilty and a slave of sin worthy of damnation, not 
by any outward sin or work. for this reason, the first concern of any 
Christian ought to be that, when his esteem for works has been laid 
aside, he should strengthen his faith alone more and more. he should 
grow by it in the knowledge, not of works, but of Christ Jesus, who has 
suffered and risen again for him, as Peter teaches in the last chapter of 
1 Peter [5:10]. for no other work makes a Christian. Thus Christ in 
John 6[:28–29], when the Jews asked him what they should do that 
they might perform the works of god, rejected the multitude of works 
with which he saw that they were swelling. he prescribed for them one 
thing only, saying, “This is the work of god, that you believe in him 
whom he has sent, for this is he whom god the father has sealed.”

hence a right faith in Christ is an incomparable treasure. it carries 
with it all salvation and preserving from all evil, as it says in the last 
chapter of Mark [v. 16], “he who believes and is baptized shall be 
saved. he who does not believe shall be damned.” isaiah, contemplat-
ing this treasure, predicted in 10[:22–23], “The lord shall make upon 
the land a word cut short and consuming, and when the cutting short  
has been completed, it shall overflow with righteousness.” This is as if 
he were saying, “faith, which is the brief and complete fulfilling of the 
law, will fill those who believe with such righteousness that they will 
have need of no other thing for righteousness.” Thus also Paul says in 
romans 10[:10], “for with the heart one believes for righteousness.”

But you ask: how can it be that faith alone justifies and grants 
without works a treasury of so many good things, when so many 
works, ceremonies, and laws are prescribed for us in the Scriptures? 
i answer: Before all things, be mindful of this, which has already been 
said, that faith alone without works justifies, frees, and saves. This is 
something that we shall make clearer below. Meanwhile, one should 
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note that the whole Scripture of god is divided into two parts: com-
mands and promises. The commands, to be sure, teach good things, 
but the things which have been taught do not happen immediately. for 
they show what it is necessary for us to do, but do not give the power 
to do it. Yet they have been ordained for this purpose, that they may 
show a person to himself, through which he may learn his own pow-
erlessness for good and despair of his own strength. for this reason, 
they are not only called the old testament, but they actually are so. for 
example, “You shall not covet” [exodus 20:17] is a precept by which 
we are all convicted of being sinners, since no one is able not to covet, 
however he may struggle to the contrary. in order, therefore, that he 
may not covet and may fulfill the command, he is compelled to despair 
of himself and to seek elsewhere and through another the help that he 
has not found in himself. as it says in hosea [13:9], “Destruction is 
yours, o israel; only in Me is your help.” now the same despair that is 
caused by this one command is caused by all, for they are all equally 
impossible for us.

now when [the sinner] has been taught his own powerlessness 
through the commands, he becomes troubled concerning the means 
by which he may satisfy the law. for it is necessary for the law to be 
satisfied, so that not a single jot or tittle may pass away—otherwise 
he will be damned without any hope. having been truly humbled 
and brought to nothing in his own eyes, [the sinner] does not find in 
himself the means by which to be justified and saved. here the other 
part of Scripture is at hand—the promises of god. They announce the 
glory of god and say, “if you wish to fulfill the law, not to covet, as the 
law requires, look ([i say] to you), believe in Christ. in him are prom-
ised to you grace, righteousness, peace, and liberty. if you believe, you 
shall have all these things. if you do not believe, you shall lack them.” 
for what is impossible for you by all the works of the law, which are 
many and yet useless, you shall fulfill by an easy route through faith. 
for god the father has put all things in faith. So whoever has this has 
all things, while he who does not have faith has nothing. for he has 
locked all people under unbelief, that he might have mercy upon all, 
romans 11[:32]. Thus the promises of god give that which the com-
mands require. They fulfill what the law commands, so that they are 
all god’s alone, both the commands and their fulfillment. he alone 
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commands. he alone also fulfills. hence the promises of god belong to 
the new testament, or rather they are the new testament.

now, these promises of god are words that are holy, true, righ-
teous, free, peaceful, and full of all goodness. Therefore, it happens that 
the soul, which clings to them with a firm faith, is so united to them (or 
rather is so thoroughly swallowed up by them) that it not only partakes 
in but is also saturated and intoxicated by every one of their virtues. for 
if the touch of Christ is used to heal, how much more does this most 
tender touch in the spirit—or rather this swallowing up of the word—
communicate to the soul all the things that belong to the word? in this 
way, therefore, the soul, through faith alone, without works, is justified, 
sanctified, made true, put at peace, freed, and filled with every good 
thing by the word of god. The soul is truly made the daughter of god, 
as John 1[:12] says, “he gave to them power to become the sons of god, 
to those who believe in his name.”

from all this, it is easy to understand why faith is capable of so 
much and why no good works—nor even all of them—can compare 
with it. for no work can cling to the word of god or be in the soul, but 
faith alone and the word reign within it. as the word is, so also the 
soul becomes by the word. [it is clear that] iron exposed to fire glows 
like fire, on account of its union with the fire. in the same way, it is clear 
to a Christian that his faith is enough for everything, and that there will 
be no need of works for him to be justified. and if he has no need of 
works, neither does he have need of the law. if he has no need of the 
law, he is certainly free from the law. The saying is true, “The law has 
not been laid down for the righteous” [1 timothy 1:9]. and this is that 
Christian liberty, our faith, that brings it about—not that we should be 
lazy or lead a bad life, but that no one should need the law or works for 
righteousness and salvation.

[faith’s Second Benefit:  
genuine worship and obedience]

let this be the first virtue of faith. let us also consider a second. for 
this too is a function of faith, that it honors him in whom it believes 
with the most pious and highest esteem of all, namely, that it holds him 
to be truthful and trustworthy. for neither is there any honor like that 
estimation of truth and righteousness with which we honor him whom 
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we believe. what greater thing can we ascribe to anyone than truth and 
righteousness and sheer absolute goodness? on the other hand, it is the 
greatest insult to brand someone with an estimation of falsehood and 
iniquity, or to hold him suspect, which we do as long as we do not believe 
him. Thus the soul, as long as it firmly believes god when he promises, 
holds him to be true and righteous. it can show to god no more out-
standing esteem than this. This is the highest worship of god, to grant 
to him truth, righteousness, and whatever ought to be ascribed to one 
whom we believe. faith shows itself by this to be prepared for all that 
he wills. it hallows his name and allows itself to be dealt with as it may 
be pleasing to god. for when faith clings to his promises, it does not 
doubt that he is true, just, wise, and will do, arrange, and take care of all 
things in the best way. and is not such a soul, by this its faith, most obe-
dient to god in all things? what commandment is left, therefore, which 
has not been abundantly fulfilled by such obedience? what fulfillment 
is more full than complete obedience? But it is not works, but faith alone 
that shows this. on the other hand, what rebellion, what impiety, what 
insult to god is greater than not to believe him when he promises? for 
what is this other than either to make god a liar or to doubt that he is 
true, that is, to attribute truth to oneself, but to god falsehood and van-
ity? and by this act, does one not deny god and raise up the self as an 
idol for oneself in the heart? what, therefore, is the advantage of works 
done in that impiety, even if they should be angelic or apostolic works? 
rightly, therefore, god has locked all not in wrath or lust but in unbelief, 
lest any who pretend that they are fulfilling the law by chaste and gen-
tle works (as are the political and human virtues) presume that they will 
be saved. for being caught in the sin of unbelief, they should either seek 
mercy or be justly damned.

But when god sees that truth is ascribed to him, and that by the 
faith of our hearts he is honored with such great honor, of which he 
himself is worthy, then in return he himself honors us. he ascribes 
also to us truth and righteousness on account of this faith. for faith 
brings about truth and righteousness by rendering to god what is his. 
So god in return renders glory to our righteousness. for it is true and 
righteous for god to be true and righteous, as well as to attribute this 
to him and confess it. That is, [we say] that he is true and righteous. 
Thus 1 Samuel 2[:30 says], “whoever honors Me, i will glorify him, and 
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those who despise Me shall be of no renown.” Thus Paul in romans 
4[:3] says of abraham that his faith was reckoned as righteousness. for 
through faith, he most plentifully gave glory to god. and to us, for the 
same reason, faith will be reckoned as righteousness, if we believe.

[faith’s third Benefit: union with Christ]

The third incomparable grace of faith is this, that it joins the soul with 
Christ, as a bride with a bridegroom [ephesians 5:30–32]. By that mys-
tery, as the apostle teaches, Christ and the soul become one flesh. and if 
they are one flesh, and if a true marriage is consummated between them, 
or rather by far the most perfect of all marriages—since human mar-
riages are feeble types of this one great marriage—then it follows that all 
that belongs to them becomes common to both. [They share] the bad as 
well as the good so that whatever Christ has, the faithful soul can take 
to itself and boast of as its own. and whatever is the soul’s, Christ claims 
for himself. let us compare those things, and we shall see that they are 
immeasurably [different]. Christ is full of grace, life, and salvation. The 
soul is full of sin, death, and damnation. now, let faith intervene, and it 
comes about that sin, death, and hell are Christ’s, and grace, life, and sal-
vation are the soul’s. for it is necessary for him, if he is a Bridegroom, 
to accept that which his Bride possesses, and at the same time to impart 
to his Bride that which is his. for how could he who gives her his own 
body and his very self not give all that is his? and how could he who 
receives the body of his wife not receive all that is his Bride’s?

now this affords a most pleasing illustration not only of commu-
nion but also of a salutary strife and victory and salvation and redemp-
tion. for Christ is god and man. and that person [of Christ] not only 
has neither sinned, nor dies, nor is damned, but actually cannot sin, 
die, or be damned. his righteousness, life, and salvation are invincible, 
eternal, and almighty. By the wedding ring of faith, [Christ] makes the 
sins, death, and hell of his Bride common to both. in other words, he 
makes them his own. as far as those things are concerned, he does 
not conduct himself otherwise than as if they were his own and he 
himself had sinned, toiling, dying, and descending to hell, that he 
may overcome all things. i say, when such a person [as Christ] does 
this—and since it is so—sin, death, and hell cannot swallow him up. 
They are necessarily swallowed up by him in a conflict at which we 
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Parable of the Bridegroom

Christ the Bridegroom enters to find five wise virgins prepared to meet Him (Matthew 
25:1–13). This parable of faith anticipates Luther’s teaching on the soul’s union with Christ.
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marvel. for his righteousness is higher than the sins of all men, his 
life more powerful than all death, his salvation more unconquerable 
than all hell. Thus the believing soul, through the pledge of its faith in 
Christ, its Bridegroom, becomes free from all sin, secure from death, 
and safe from hell. it is endowed with the eternal righteousness, life, 
and salvation of its Bridegroom, Christ. Thus he presents to himself a 
glorious Bride, without spot or wrinkle, cleansing her with a washing 
in the word of life, that is, through faith in the word of life, righteous-
ness, and salvation. Thus he betroths her to himself in faith, in mercy, 
in righteousness, and in judgment, as hosea 2[:19–20] says.

 who, then, can value highly enough these royal nuptials? who 
can comprehend the riches of the glory of this grace? here Christ, this 
rich and pious Bridegroom, takes as a wife this little poor person, an 
impious little harlot, redeeming her from all her evils and adorning 
her with all his goods. for it is now impossible that her sins should 
destroy her. They have been laid upon Christ and swallowed up in 
him. She herself has her righteousness in Christ, her Bridegroom, a 
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