
7 

Christ Jesus Holds the Field Victorious: Luther's 

Understanding of the Person of Christ, the 

Atonement, and Justification 

JESUS C HRIST, T HE INCARNATE SON OF GOD 

One sure sign that Luther intended Bound Choice for a specialized, academic 
audience, in addition to its characteristics as an argument for formal dis
putation, lies in the paucity of its references to Christ's person and work. 
Inde�d, S�hw�rzwaller accurately observes that its goal, even if largely tacit 
and lllpliClt, IS to fix the reader's gaze on Christ alone just as much as 
in Luther's other writings. I He is justified in saying that because, like all 
Luther's writings, Bound Choice must be read in the context of his other 
:"orks. From the Psalms lectures a decade earlier, where his Christological 
mterpretatlon gmded students through the entire book,2 and almost every 
oth�r treatise from his pen, 'the Lord Jesus' formed the underlying or
garuzmg �om of his thought. 'To have Christ is to have everything. If 
Chnst remams mme, everything remains mine.'3 Luther's confession of his 
LordJesus followed certain basic contours throughout the rest of his life. 

His understanding of Jesus as true God and true human creature 
followed traditional lines, early on with certain Augustinian, certain 
Ockhamist characteristics, some of which remained, while others 
shifted. For instance, traces of Neoplatonic terminology diminish while 
Augustine's emphasis on the centrality of Christ's incarnation and saving 
work and his Christological interpretation of the Psalms remain.4 Luther's 
early repetition of Ockham's deSCription of the relationship of his human 
and divine natures as the former's being 'supported' or borne' by the latter 
YIelded to a position that regarded them as being joined together in their 
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distinct integrity in the 'hypostatic' or 'personal' union of the one person 
Jesus Christ. Like all Christian theologians, Luther used the term 'person' 
in two quite different senses when speaking of the Trinity, with its three 
'persons', Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and of Jesus , one 'person' in which 
are united two 'natures', divine and human, inseparable but totally distinct. 

Ockhamist focus on Christ's humanity sometimes led to such discrete 
treatment that the union of the one person seemed de-emphasized, a 
position Luther reflected in armotations on Lombard in 1509 but avoided 
thereafter.5 Althaus claims that no other theologian since New Testament 
times 'has so deeply and powerfully expressed the meaning and signifi
cance' of Christ's divinity,6 but he never lost his fascination with the most 
human aspects of the human nature that Bernard bequeathed him: clu-ist 
suckling at his mother's breast, his agony on the cross, his sympathy with 
human suffering.7 Luther preferred everyday common-sense portrayals 
of Christ's humanity to the elaborate argument practiced by Ockhamist 
thinkers: 'He let himself be seen, heard, touched; he ate, drank, slept, 
worked, suffered, and died as any other human being.' 'He had eyes, ears, 
mouth, nose, chest, stomach, hands, and feet, just as you and I have. He 
grasped his mother's breast, and she nursed him as any other child is 
nursed.'8 Yet Christ, who came to die 'for us' because of human sinfulness, 
differed from sinful human creatures in one regard. He did not sin. Luther 
distinguished sin from humanity as God's good creation.9 Jesus assumed 
the gift of that good, created human nature, in order to restore sinners to 
their original goodness. 10 

Luther's orientation toward Ockhamist views of God as the one who 
determines the laws that govern the universe may stand behind his argu
ment that the two natures share characteristics, in the specific way in which 
he taught the 'communication of attributes'. II From the early 1520s on, he 
used this ancient Christological formula, teaching that the two natures of 
Christ share their own characteristics with each other while never losing 
their own uniqueness in essence. His development of his own definition of 
the formulation took shape under the influence of his opponents in con
troversy over the presence of Christ's body and blood in the Lord's Supper. 
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Luther's proclamation of Christ's incarnation served as much more than 
a description of the mysterious uniting of the second person of the Holy 
Trinity with the man Jesus of Nazareth, the Messiah promised for the deliv
ery of sinners. The 'theology of the cross' focused here on God's supreme, 
final revelation of himself and his disposition toward humankind. It accen
tuated God's way of revealing himself by hiding himself under the opposite 
of human expectations. Luther made extensive use particularly of John's 
gospel to speak of Christ as 'truly God, begotten of the Father from eternity, 
not made. Gohn] wrote his gospel in order to proclaim this article of 
faith.' 12 To demonstrate that Christ is truly God, Luther cited, for instance, 
Romans 9: 5; Titus 2: 13; John 20: 28; Colossians 2: 9; Ephesians 1: 20; 
Isaiah 42: 8; and Psalm 2: 8. 13 Not only Scripture's assertions of Christ's 
divinity revealed it, however; also his life exhibited the characteristics that 
belong to God alone, Luther repeated in his sermons. All this led Luther to 
conclude that 'Christ is the sublime Majesty, equal with God; He is creator 
and preserver of all things; and he is eternally begotten of God.' 14 Yet at the 
same time Luther found both the biblical confession concerning his person 
and its report on his actions to be twofold, affirming sometimes that he 
is the one true God, sometimes that he is completely human. 15 He often 
repeated the simple formulations conveyed by the tradition stemming from 
the Council of Chalcedon (451), which synthesized the reactions of the 
church to various deviations from orthodox teaching regarding Christ's 
person: 'two natures united in one person', 'God and human creature in 
one person', 'essential, natural, true, complete God and human creature 
in one person, undivided and inseparable', 16 or, in the words of the Small 
Catechism, 'true God, begotten of the Father before all worlds, and true 
human creature, born of the Virgin Mary'. 17 He could reaffirm this belief in 
dramatically non-traditional expressions, too: 'Mary makes broth for God: 
Mary suckles God with her breasts, bathes God, rocks and carries God, and 
Pilate and Herod crucified and killed God, 'the infant Christ, lying in the 
cradle, suckled by the Virgin Mary. created heaven and earth'. 18 For, Luther 
explained to his hearers repeatedly, God does and suffers what Christ does 
and suffers. Therefore, God's body lay in Mary's womb, as the Council of 
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Ephesus (431) had affirmed. 19 So intimate was the union of the two natures, 
so complete their uniting, in his view. 

Before 1525 Luther had become accustomed to affirming that God is 
truly known only through his incarnation as Jesus Christ (John 1:

. 
18).20 

God's accommodation to human weakness in entering human eXlstence 
discloses his limitless love for humankind. It defines the very nature of his 
Godness: mercy. self-sacrifice, compassion. Critical for Luther's express�on 
of this embracing love from the mid-1510s was his use of the preposltion 
'for' or 'in behalf of-'for you', 'for me', 'for us' (pro te, pro vobis, pro me, 
pro nobis).21 

Luther sought to elucidate the nature of the Trinity as he taught hearers 
about Jesus. He did not consistently follow Augustine in simply e�phaslz: 
ing the unity of the persons of the Godhead but often followe� Eastern 
fathers when he proclaimed that 'the Father is the first and ongmal person 
in the Godhead', that the Son takes his being from the Father.22 (Luther, of 
course, did not make a geographical but only a chronological distinction 
among patristic authorities; for him, it was Significant that Cy�� of Alexan
dria and Augustine came from the same era.) However, this lffiplied. �o 
denial of the equality and unity of these two persons, and the Holy Spmt, 
in the Trinity. 

Indeed, the relationship of Father and Son involved more than the affirm
ation of their unity. The person of Christ brought human and divine natures 
together in God's unexplainable reconciliation of sinners to himself. Luther 
often used Philippians 2: 5-11 to speak of Christ's taking on human form. 
He did not regard the incarnation itself as humiliation but rather that which 
enabled him to be humbled through death on the cross, to bear human 
sin23 and set aside the Father's wrath as it expended itself upon Christ. 
When Jesus expressed his abandonment by the Father on the cross (Matt. 
27: 46), he descended into hell as he bore sinners' pains of conscience m 
this unfathomable mystery.24 Breaking with tradition already in his 1519 

lectures on the Psalms, Luther went beyond Gerson, Tauler, and others by 
attributing real temptations-the terrors of hell and the spiritual struggles 
accompanying his bearing sin-to Jesus himself (even though he did not 
succumb to them). 25 This meant that Christ embraced 'the highest joy and 
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the deepest sorrow, the most abject weakness and greatest strength, the 
highest glory and lowest shame, the greatest peace and deepest tribulation, 
the most exalted life and most miserable death'. 26 !his coincidence of opposites in God's cross-centered modus operandi 
pomted to the close association and continuing absolute distinction of his 
two 'natures' within his one 'person'. Ulrich Zwingli challenged Luther's 
concept of the presence of Christ in the Lord's Supper on the basis of the 
impossibility of human body and blood being in more than one place at one time. This issue became critical when Zwingli asserted that Christ's human 
body ascended into heaven, was seated at God's right hand, and there had 
the single place of its presence.27 Luther reacted with further affirmation 
of the reliability of Christ's words of institution of the sacrament 'this 
is my �ody', arguing that with God nothing is impossible. Accorcling to 
Luther s theology of the cross God reveals himself in ways contrary to 
hu�a� reason.28 But to pose a possible framework for overcoming this 
obJectIOn, he argued that heaven is not a geographical location above the 
earth and that the Hebraic concept 'God's right hand' refers not to a place 
but to the position of power and glory. Luther furthermore contended that the ' communication of attributes' between the two natures established the 
abili� of the two natures to share their characteristics, including the ability 
to be m more than one place at the same time in any form God chooses. 29 

Zwingli's response elicited Luther's elaboration of his argument in That 
These Words 'This is my Body' Hold Fast Against the Ravers (1527) and Con

fission on Christ's Supper (1528) with some refinements. He repeated his �rgument that the 'right hand of God' is his almighty, incomprehensible, 
Immeasurable, creative power that had made creation and the incarnation 
possible; therefore, God could certainly accomplish the presence of Christ's 
body and blood in the sacrament. 30 His Ockhamist roots permitted Luther 
to assert that no general rules external to God govern his way of operating 
and therefore his implementation of that presence need not follow the 
universal patterns of other exercises of his providential power. God was 
able to make special arrangements for conveying the benefits of Christ to 
his people. 

Zwingli's concern for the integrity of both the divine and the human 
in Christ led him to charge Luther with Docetism, the ancient heresy ",:hich derued the human nature, and with Eutychianism, the monophysitic 
view that the divine nature absorbed the human nature in Christ (con
demned by the Council of Chalcedon). Luther feared lOSing Sight of God's 
mysterious plan for reconciling sinners through beCOming, in his second 

:: WA 5: 602.21-6. 27 Klare UnternchtungvomNachtmal, 1526, CR 91: 773-862. 

2
9 Sermon von dem Sakrament des Leibs und Bluts Christi, 1526, WA 19: 485.6-1l. 

Ibid., WA 19: 489.24-499.38. 30 WA 23: 131.28-152.4. 

Christ Jesus Holds the Field Victorious 115, 

person, human himself. He believed that Zwingli embraced Nestorianism, 
the ancient error which held the two natures separate from each other 
to the greatest extent possible without denying that Christ is one person. 
Both concerns had a valid basis though Zwingli affirmed that the two 
natures constituted Christ's person and Luther waxed eloquent on the 
humanness of Christ and the necessity of preserving the integrity of his 
human nature in teaching the faith. Luther sharply rejected the positions 
attributed to Nestorius and Eutyches but ascribed their errors to lack of 
theological acumen rather than ill-willed deceit of God's people.31 In the 
twentieth century Regin Prenter also suggested that, like ancient articu
lations of the communication of attributes, Luther's statements contain a 
latent Docetism, an ancient denial of Christ's humanity.32 In fact, Luth;r 
strove to use this formulation to maintain the integrity of both natures 
and especially the unity of the person of Christ.33 For him this relates 
ultimately to God's way of restoring sinners to life and salvation. Salvation 
is given through Jesus Christ alone. This God-man reveals and effects God's 
presence and justifies re-creation among sinners. 

Zwingli had construed the communication of attributes in another man
ner than Luther. He used the ancient Greek grammatical term 'alloeosis', 
literally 'change, alteration', to describe the relationship between the two 
natures as one in which Christians speak of one nature but mean the other; 
that is, he described the communication of attributes as purely rhetorical, 
taking place in the eye of the beholder rather than in fact, within the person 
of Christ. Luther sharply rejected this interpretation, especially because he 
saw this as a denial of the personal union of the two natures. 34 Zwingli was 
striving to defend the integrity of each nature, Luther the unity of Christ's 
person, as incarnate God. 

Luther believed he had preserved the integrity .of both natures through 
his refinement of the doctrine of the 'communi�ation of attributes'. He 
taught that each of Christ's natures preserves its own authenticity and 
integrity, the human nature never becoming the divine, the divine remain
ing always God. But he envisioned the hypostatic (personal) union of the 
two natures as so absolute that the two share characteristics, the human 
nature able to exercise some traits of the divine nature (though not all), 
the divine nature bearing some characteristics of the human. Most theo
logians had affirmed a general communication of attributes between the 
natures though some had insisted that this was a 'verbal', not a 'real' 
or 'ontological' sharing of characteristics. Luther insisted on its reality: 
Whether he in fact taught that Christ's human body is 'ubiquitous', as 
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some contemporary foes and modern scholars assert, is problematic. Some 
statements suggest this, others differentiate. His instructor von Usingen 
had followed Ockham and Biel in teaching that God, who stands above 
all law and constituted laws as his covenant with humankind, could have 
indeed so set up his world.35 But Luther also grounded this view in his 
understanding of God's modus operandi, revealing what he accomplished 
through the whole person of Christ in humble hiding within his humanity 
that is inseparable from his divine nature. 

Marc Lienhard finds that integral to Luther's theology of the cross 
is his belief that God's presence and revelation of himself are real for 
believers in the Word Made Flesh (John 1: 14), Jesus, and in the proc
lamation in oral and sacramental forms. It also stresses the cross on which 
the God-man Christ died a genuine human death. That is God's address 
to faith. Zwingli's faith, Lienhard posits, 'did not demand to the same 
extent as Luther's the presence of this humanity'. Zwingli saw Luther 
'threaten[ing] the spiritual nature of the object of faith'. 36 Their differing 
presuppositions regarding God's use of selected elements of the created 
order, including the human flesh of Christ and the sacramental elements, 
made it impossible for the two to understand each other. 

Zwingli did not disappear from Luther's agenda in his last fifteen years, 37 
but questions concerning the person of Christ emerged largely in his 
attempts to affirm the catholicity of the Wittenberg confession and to 
oppose ideas advanced by an errant adherent turned foe, Caspar von 
Schwenkfeld. He did so especially in formal disputations, restored as tools 
for examination and promotions to academic degrees in Wittenberg (1533). 
They offered occasions for Luther to return to scholastic questions regard
ing the relationship of the persons of the Trinity and the natures of Christ. 
In general, he remained faithful to the catholic tradition, discussing its 
terminology carefully,38 though with some freedom to formulate appro
priate explanations.39 But he also dismissed some scholastic speculation 
and rendered metaphysical approaches to the incarnation inoperative. 40 
Hesitant to rely on human logic to solve questions not posed by Scripture, 
Luther contended that the Holy Spirit has his own language. It often 
veils God's modus operandi from human mastery, expressing something 
that is indescribable.41 Luther freely conceded that such assertions do not 
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measure up to human logic but argued that, just as in grammar nouns 

vary in declension and some verbs are irregular, so in theology s?me Id�as 

do not conform to standards applicable in philosophy. Indeed, m ChrIst, 

every noun takes on a new meaning regarding the very thing which is 

signified' even though Scripture does explain itself in ways that all can 

understand.42 
Schwenkfeld, a Silesian nobleman, exiled for his propagation of reform, 

denied that the human Christ is a creature, with human flesh like that 

of other human beings. The fourth-century heresy of Arius, who denied 

Christ's full divinity in part by affirming his creatureliness, cast its shadow 

over any usage of that term. Luther's Ockhamist instructors had debated, 

whether Christ can be called a creature, conceding that with proper safe

guards this could be said. Luther eschewed the logical constru�tions of his 

school while asserting against Schwenkfeld, in theses prepared m 1540, that 

Christ is indeed truly human and thus truly a creature in his human nature. 

This is true not because of logical argument but because God had revealed 

it in Scripture and God's plan for reconciling sinners 
.
dem�ded th:t his 

humanity be truly human:3 Luther insisted that Christ IS creature m
.
a 

unique way, since he is united with the Creator in one person. What IS SaId 

about the joining of the second person of the Trinity with Jesus ofN�areth 

pertains only to the concrete instance of the incarnation, not to di,"truty 

and humanity as abstract concepts. Within Christ's person, however, th�se 

things that are attributed to the human being may rightly be asserted WIth 

respect to God; and on the other hand, those things that are attributed to 

God may rightly be asserted with respect to the human bemg. So It IS true 

to say: this human being created the world and this God has suffered, died, 

was buried, etc.'44 
New issues arose with the emergence of anti-trinitarian thought in writ-

ings by the former Wittenberg student Johann Cam�anus and the Spanish 

physician Michael Servetus, which reinforced Luther s commItment to the 

Trinitarian tradition. 

The 'communication of attributes' remained key to Luther's Christol-

ogy, for Christ's person, divine and human natures inseparable yet distinct 

in one person, provides the foundation for understanding his work of the 

salvation of sinners. 45 That formed the heart of Luther's call for reform of 

public teaching. 
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C HR I ST WA S S A CR IF I CED F OR O UR S IN AND 

R A I SED F OR O UR J U ST IF I CAT I ON 

'No side of Luther's theology has been more summarily treated or more 
grossly misinterpreted than his teaching on the Atonement: stated the 
Swedish theologian Gustaf Aulen in 1930.46 Aulen launched one of the 
most intensive discussions of how and why Christ's work accomplishes 
salvation with his proposal that theologians have held three views of 
Christ's atoning work: the classical or dramatic, which emphasized his 
powerful conquering of evil, the Mselrnic' emphasis on his vicarious or 
substitutionary satisfaction for guilty sinners, and Abelard's teaching that 
he shows the way for sinners to perform their way out of sin by obedience 
to the law. Often misinterpreted as adhering to the second, Luther, Aulen 
argued, actually taught the first, focusing above all on Christ's victory that 
overcomes sin, death, the devil, the law's accusation, and God's wrath.47 
Siggins counters, 'Luther has no theory of the atonement', in the sense of a 
'coherent explanatory discourse about how the atonement works'. Instead 
his writings 'abound' with renderings of what Christ accomplished for 
sinners, without ever stipulating how and why God constructed this plan 
of salvation. 48 The atonement occasioned no controversies in the sixteenth 
century, and, therefore, elicited less than exact work on its formulation. 
Luther's concentration on the controversial teaching of how the benefits 
of the atonement transform sinners into God's children, the doctrine of 
justification, absorbed his attention. 

This left his reflective powers free to experiment throughout his life 
with how best to portray what God did in history as the foundation 
for his justification of sinners. God acts through his re-creative Word of 
forgiveness in believers' lives to complete what historically Jesus initiated 
in his incarnation, obedient life, suffering, death, and resurrection. Reading 
Luther in context reveals that he highlighted precisely those images of 
Christ's work that spoke most directly to the pastoral problem which 
specific sermons, treatises, or lectures were addressing. His rich palette 
of depictions of Christ's life, death, and resurrection provided carefully 
focused applications to distinct dilemmas suffered by sinners under the 
various impacts of evil. The common thread lies in all pointing to what 
Christ did 'for you', 'for us'. 49 

46 Christus Victor: An Historical Study of the Three Main Types of the Idea of Atonement, tr. 
A. Hebert, New York, Macmillan, 1961, 101. Cf. Althaus, Theology, 218-23; Bayer, Theology, 
210-34. 
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48 Siggins, Christ, 109, 108-43. 49 Ibid., esp. 108-43,244-66, 110-11. 
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Luther did not systematically break apart Christ's birth, living of the 
godly life, agonies leading to death, death, and resurrection, but often 
regarded them all as part of his saving action. Yet he did come to focus 
on his death 'for sin' and resurrection 'for restoration of righteousness' 
(Rom. 4: 25). The Holy Spirit delivered the benefits of Christ's death and 
resurrection through baptismal burying of sinners and the resurrection of 
God's own children (Rom. 6: 3-11) as the basis of God's reconciling sinners 
to himself in Christ. 

Among the first of the organizing principles for many of his innumer-
able depictions was his description of Christ as 'sacrament and example' 
(sacramentum et exemplum). 50 As late as 1540 he employed the pair.5! Focus-" 
ing on what Christ reveals about humanity, 'example' permitted Luther 
to take seriously the necessity of following Jesus in doing good works. 
Fundamentally recasting the medieval 'imitation of Christ' he had learned 
in the Brethren of the Common Life circles, he taught that following 
Christ's example embraces the killing of fleshly desires and dying to sin as 
well as deeds of love. Lienhard finds that after 1529 Luther's preaching on 
Christ's humanity emphasized his delivery of God's favor to his people over 
his serving as their example. 52 Nonetheless, he continued to use Jesus's 
life to describe what it means to be human, as a model of trust and 
devotion to the Father and a pattern for their own performance of God's 

will. 
The fundamental focus for Luther's proclamation of Christ remained 

the pronouncement of forgiveness of sins on the basis of his death and 
resurrection as the God-man, from 1518 on. Luther never succumbed to 
any temptation to draft systematic explanations of how God abolishes sin 
and gives new life through Christ. He never tried to solve the mystery of 
why God did not justify by the fiat of his Word or why he became incarnate 
when the resurrection of a totally human Christ might have sufficed to pave 
the way for salvation. Against Zwingli's contention that Christ's presence 
in the sacrament is not necessary, Luther replied, ' God knows well how 
it shall be and why it must be thus. If he says that it is necessary, then all 
creatures should be silent.'53 

. 

Luther used a number of biblical forms of expressing this foundational 
truth in his thought, however. One complex of such portrayals of the 
Savior focused on elements of sacrifice and reconciliation through substi
tution even though Aulen discounted their importance for Luther. Luther 
never abandoned the language of Christ's substitutionary satisfaction of 
the law's sentence of death for sinners. He proclaimed Christ as the medi
ator or priest, who stands between God and sinners to reconcile them 

50 See Chapter 4 above. 
52 Lienhard, Witness, 252-5. 
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by eradicating sinners' sin, their identity as sinners. This priest served as 
sacrifice as well, providing the propitiation that cleanses sinners from their 
sins. Luther did not venture more deeply into how propitiation functions, 
but it is clear that it eliminates sin and buries sinners by suffering the law's 
Judgment and God's wrath in their place. 54 At other times he spoke of 
Christ as Messiah, deliverer, redeemer, who liberates his people from their 
captivity to Satan, sin, and death and gives them life as God's children. 55 

One of Luther's abiding images of God's conveying to hearers the 
benefits of Christ's dying and rising was the 'joyous exchange' ifrohlicher 
Wechsel). In his Romans lectures he stated, 'He has made his righteousness 
my righteousness and my sin his sin' through his death. 56 Sometimes 
employing the imagery of bride and bridegroom, 'the joyous exchange' 
placed the sinner's offence against God upon Christ and Christ's standing 
before God upon the sinner-in the manner of the Germanic common-law 
contract that established brides' and bridegrooms' sharing of what they had 
ill co�mon. Luther did not use this image to speak of believers' sharing 
Chnst s obedience to the law with them as an empowerment to perform 
good works. These works stem from hearkening to God. The ability to 
hear him is God's gift, the result of their new identity as God's children. 57 
Luther spoke of this joyous exchange with Christ to show how God's 
wrath against the sinner is taken away through Christ's dying for sin and 
guilt. Christ's death and resurrection provide the basis for the fundamental 
change of identity that the Holy Spirit works through the Word of the 
gospel. 

His lecture on Galatians 3: 13 of 1531 associates sinners with the Cruci
fied by clothing and wrapping Christ in the sins of the entire world, abolish
ing this sinfulness and bestowing righteousness. Luther asserted that Christ 
is 'the greatest thief, murderer, adulterer, robber, desecrator, blasphemer, 
etc. �here has ever been anywhere in the world'. Here Christ 'is not acting 
ill his ?wn person. Now he is not the Son of God born of the Virgin 
but a Sinner, who has and bears the sins of Paul, the former blasphemer, 
persecutor, and assaulter; of Peter, who denied Christ; of David, who was 
an adulterer and a murderer, and who caused the Gentiles to blaspheme 
the name of the Lord.' 58 Luther created a dialog in which the Father tells 
Christ, 'Be Peter the denier; Paul the persecutor, blasphemer, and assaulter; 

54 U. Rieske·Braun, Duel/urn Mirabile. Studien zum Kampjinotiv in Martin Luthers Theola. 
gie, G6ttingen, Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1999, 171-201; Siggins, Christ, 113-22, 128-37; 
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55 Siggins, Christ, 122-8, 137-43, 164-90; Lienhard, Witness, 281-2, 285-6. 
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David the adulterer; the sinner who ate the apple in Paradise; the thief 
on the cross . . . .  the one who has committed the sins of all people . . . .  See 
to it that you pay and make satisfaction for these sins.' The law attacked 
and killed Christ,59 for 'he has and bears all the sins of all people in his 
body-not in the sense that he has committed them but in the sense that 
he took these sins, committed by us, upon his own body, in order to make 
satisfaction for them with his own blood'. 60 

Such words show clearly that Luther taught substitutionary or vicarious 
satisfaction, but not, as he had written in his Small Catechism, as a payment 
of gold or silver, a tit-for-tat recompense for actual sins. 61 He noted: the 
term 'satisfaction' is 'too weak to fully express Christ's grace and does not 
adequately honor his suffering'. 62 The law evaluates sinners as guilty and" 
condemns them to death. Only execution satisfies the law's demand that 
sinners die.63 Thus, sinners are so closely drawn into Christ's crucifixion 
that they die with him.64 Luther regarded Christ's fulfilling of the law in 
his perfect obedience as an important presupposition for being the perfect 
sacrifice for sin. But his concept of passive righteousness meant that his 
perfect human performance of obedience did not atone for sin since the 
law demands only death, not good works to make up for bad works. 
Even before the Fall perfect obedience was the product, not the cause, of 
righteousness in God's sight. 

Alongside Christ's 'joyous exchange' Luther often places an image called 
'the magnificent duel' , in which Christ conquers all enemies of the believer. 
From 1517 on, he presented Christ's work as a battle won against the 
believer's foes 65 Luther told his students in 1531, Christ's 'victory is a 
victory over the Law, sin, our flesh, the world, the devil, death, hell, and all 

evils; and this victory of his he has given to us. Even though these tyrants, 
our enemies, accuse us and terrifY us, they cannoJ: drive us into despair 
or condemn us. For Christ, whom God the Father raised from the dead, 
is Victor over them, and he is our righteousness.'66 The Large Catechism 
depicts this victory: 'Before this I had no lord or king but was captive under 
the power of the devil. I was condemned to death and entangled in sin 
and blindness . . . .  we lay under God's wrath and displeasure, sentenced to 
eternal damnation, as we had merited it and deserved it. There was no 
source of help, no comfort for us until the only, eternal Son of God, in his 

59 WA 40.1: 437.23-7, 438.12-13, LW 26: 280. 
60 WA 40.1: 433.33, 434.12, LW 26: 277. 61 BSLK, 511, BC, 355. 

62 'Summer Postil', 1544, WA 21: 264.21-35; Althaus, Theology, 202. 

63 WA 40.1: 434.19-20, LW 26: 278. 

64 See below, pp. 138-40; WA 40.1: 280.3-281.20, LW 26: 165. 
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unfathomable goodness, had mercy on us .. . .  Those tyrants and jailers have 
now been routed, and their place has been taken by Jesus Christ . .. He has 
snatched us, poor lost creatures, from the jaws of hell, won us, made us 
free, and restored us to the Father's favor and grace.'67 Rescue results in 
liberation. The transfer of lordship to Christ replaces an identity as slave of 
Satan with that of child of God. 

Not only Satan's hostility and tyranny fell to Christ's victory: In 
Luther's preaching and devotional/ catechetical works Satan, sin, and death 
appeared as the enemies; in lecturing to students, Luther's emphasis fell on 
God's wrath against sin and the hostile condemnation of his law.68 The law 
died, along with its sentence of death for sinners, because Christ came on 
their behalf. Paul claimed to die to the law through the law (Gal. 2: 19). 
Defining 'law' as the accusing and condemning voice of God, Luther 'bap
tized' the law into a new identity and ended its capability for terrorizing and 
tyrannizing repentant believers: it 'has now been baptized with a new name 
because it is no longer alive but is dead and damned' (echoing Romans 
6: 3-4). Paul presented the law as a captive, 'bound hand and foot, shorn of 
all power, so that it cannot exert its tyranny; that is, accuse and condemn'. 
When oppressed by guilt and fear of judgment, God's people have 'the 
courage to insult the law with a certain holy pride and to say: "I am a sinner. 
If you can do anything against me, Law, go ahead and do it!" That is how 
far the law now is from frightening the believer.'69 This conversation takes 
place because 'if we are dead to the law, then the law has no jurisdiction 
over us, as it has no jurisdiction over Christ, who has liberated us from the 
law in order that in this way we may live to God'. To die to the law means 
to live freely according to God's pattern for human living, not to do one's 
own will departing from God's plan for life. 70 Apart from this death to the 
law, human creatures cannot have life with God: 'to live to the law is to die 
to God and to die to the law is to live to God'. 71 

This death to the law took place in Christ, Luther insisted: 'Only Christ 
takes away the law, kills my sin, destroys my death in his body; and in this 
way empties hell, judges the devil, crucifies him, and throws him down into 
hell. In other words, everything that once used to torment and oppress me 
Christ has set aside; he has disarmed it and made a public example of it 
triumphing over it in himself ' (Col. 2: 15).7Z He has liberated the sinner's 
conscience. Against the voice of the law that lingers, directing attention 
to past sins, believers should say, 'I am deaf and do not hear you . . . .  I am 
dead to you; I now live to Christ, where I am under another Law, the 
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law of grace, which rules over sin and the law.'73 The liberated conscience 
therefore knows that Christ has decisively confronted the accusation of the 
law. 'The accusing law now hears this law [of liberty in Christ] say: "You 
shall not bind this person, hold him captive, or make him guilty: But I will 
hold you captive and tie your hands, lest you hurt him who now lives to 
Christ and is dead to you." This ·knocks out the teeth of the law, blunts its 
sting and all its weapons, and utterly disables it.' It remains a condemning 
law for the wicked but not for those with whom Christ has effected the 
joyous exchange.74 This is, for Luther, the re-creative act of God which 
prepares his children for good works. 

Luther sketched the battle scene in his Galatians commentary on the , 
basis of Romans 7: 23. Christ becomes a law that condemns the law for 
condemning those whom Christ has made innocent through his death and 
resurrection. 'Law, if you are able to bite, bind, and plague me, I will put 
another law above you, that is another tyrant and tormentor, who will 
turn the tables and accuse, bind, and oppress you. You are indeed my 
tormentor, but you have another tormentor, Christ. He will torment you to 
the utmost.' Thus the sinner becomes free to enjoy a new identity as God's 
child.75 This image serves to reveal the believer's relationship not only to 
the law but also to sin. It is 'a powerful and cruel tyrant, dominating and 
ruling the entire world, capturing and enslaving all people ... a great and 
powerful god who devours the whole human race'. Sin attacks Christ, but 
in dueling against it, Christ conquers and kills sin, so that righteousness 
prevails and lives. 76 

When he addressed the guilt or shame of his hearers, Luther presented 
Christ's substitutionary sacrifice, which took away the penalty of death 
which the law lays upon sinners, through a variety of descriptions. When he 
addressed their fears and terrors, he emphasized Christ's power and pres
ence in their situations through his mighty deliverance in his resurrection. 
The resurrection also insured the death of Satan's power over believers even 
though they and the Holy Spirit engage in a continuing struggle against 
him. The devil played an important role in Luther's understanding of the 
Christian life although Satan's place in Luther's consciousness should not 
be exaggerated. He felt himself caught between God, on one side, and the 
condemnation of the law and his own sinfulness, on the other, as well 
as between God and the devil. He did not ignore Satan's active efforts to 
subvert his trust in God, but he remained ever confident of Christ's victory 
over the Evil One. 77 
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Luther certainly did not restrict his treatment of Christ's work to the 
atonement even though it stood at the heart of his proclamation. Vital 
as well was Christ's revelation of God-inseparable from the atonement 
but distinct in its own focus. Although Luther did not adopt the medieval 
schema of prophet, priest, and king to organize his presentation of jesus's 
work and significance, he did treat him as the royal priest after the order 
of Melchizedek, and he also taught that jesus was called by the Father to 
the assignment of prophet or preacher, who revealed God. This assignment 
was his occupational vocation-his ' office' (officium, Amt) on earth.78 The 
Father sent Christ into this world as savior and as messenger or witness, 
the one who unveiled the fullness of God's revelation of himself and his 
plan to restore fallen humanity to himself. Christ fulfilled the assignment 
borne by this office, which all preachers of the Word have, in a unique way, 
as propheSied in Deuteronomy 18: 15-18. jesus carried out this assignment 
by performing a work that did not properly belong to him, the 'alien' work 
(opus alienum) of the law's condemnation of sin, so that he could perform 
the task appropriate to him, the 'proper' work (opus proprium) of giving life 
through the gospel of forgiveness. 79 In doing this task he taught sinners 
who God is and how he restores the relationship between their Creator 
and themselves through his death and resurrection. 

R IG H T E O U S N ES S  R ESTO R ED B Y  G O D ' S  G R A C I O U S  

FAVO R T H R O U G H  T R U S T I N  C H R I ST 

Luther's own search for his identity as  God-pleaSing, combined with his 
encounters with God's demand for human righteousness in the Scripture 
texts on which he was lecturing, drove him to find the center of the biblical 
message in God's 'justification' of sinners. This search for the restoration of 
perfect humanity, in the face of the sin that divided sinners ftom God, had 
commanded much attention in late medieval scholastic teaching, but not so 
vital a role there as in Luther's teaching. He described the critical turn in his 
own thinking as his beginning 'to understand God's righteousness as that 
through which, as through God's gift, the righteous person lives, namely 
on the basis of faith, and that it means the passive [righteousness] through 
which the merciful God makes us righteous through faith' (Hab. 2: 4).80 
Wilftied Harle points out that this justifying action seems to have two 
subjects: God and human trust in him. 81 This reflects the nature of Luther's 
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definition of God and what it means to be human. Whereas most medieval 
thinkers conceived of human 'righteousness' in terms of performance or 
activity; Luther believed that the concept rested on a deeper foundation. 
Righteousness is being what the person or thing is supposed to be. That 
identity issues naturally into action. Harle establishes that the Old Testa
ment concept of what both God and human creature are-are supposed 
to be-consists in 'commun� faithfulness' (ilP'�' Gemeinschaftstreue). 82 

Relationship, for Luther, constituted a vital part of reality because God, as 
the first and fundamental reality; is a person, The reality of God as he has 
revealed himself to humanity cannot be defined apart from his disposition 
toward and interaction with human beings; the reality of humanity cannot / 
be defined apart from the creature's reliance upon the Creator. Faithfulness 
to each other define both God and the human creature. 

Because medieval theologians taught that human worth and identity 
rested upon performance of God's law, they contended that justification
literally 'making righteous'-happens in the way in which personal identity 
is created by a person's action. Some theologians emphasized the help 
sinners needed from God's grace more than others. From Biel's students 
Luther had learned the necessity of sinners performing good works and 
thereby earning merit. Luther found this belief inadequate because it fully 
reCOgnized neither the viciousness and deep-rooted entrenchment of sin in 
fallen human creatures nor the overwhelming majesty of God's mercy in 
Christ. 

Luther explored both the noun 'righteousness' and the verb 'to make 
righteous' or 'justify' in biblical contexts, concluding that God acts to 
restore the human righteousness he had created in the first place by speak
ing the 'new creature' (Gal. 6: 15) into existence through forgiveness of sins. 
Paul spoke of the conversion of the wicked, 'which happens through the 
Word', 'a new work of creation', in 2 Corinthians 4: 6, Luther told students 
in 1535.83 This word-act that restores sinners to righteousness accomplishes 
its task through the mystery of God's becoming human in Jesus, his dying 
to satisfy the law's demand for the sinner's death, and his rising from death 
to give new life to his people. That new life begins with' the fundamental 
orientation of human life, trusting in God, a trust that accepts the gift of 
identity as child of God and hearkens to God's will for an obedient life of 
good works. 

Luther often used the medieval term 'imputation' to describe how God 
delivers the benefits of Christ's work to sinners. Relatively seldom used 
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in late medieval scholasticism, it meant an accusation or, more generally, 
a way of viewing things, a pronouncement of evaluation.84 For Luther, 
God's regard, his pronouncement, created and sustained fundamental real
ity. God's imputation could not be merely a legal fiction. His imputing 
fashioned actuality. Luther did not deny the reality of sin, but its reality 
could not trump God's reality. The mystery of sin remained, but the fact 
of God's gift of righteousness through his regard and his Word constituted 
the dominant truth of the sinner's state. When addressing those deeply 
convicted of their continuing struggle against sin, he emphasized that 
God's view of human creatures, his regard for the sinner, determines the 
future and promises life without sin despite its presence in the believer's 
experience now. Here he depicted justification as the verdict of the judge 
who determines guilt or innocence by what he says. When highlighting 
the fundamental reality of what God has accomplished, he employed the 
language of re-creation, of death and new life. 

He based this on both Greek and German usage. Rechifertigen-'justify' 
or 'render righteous' -meant 'to do justice to: that is to inflict punishment, 
"judicially" on the basis of a conviction, and thus to execute the law's 
demands',85 or 'to conduct a legal process as an activity of a judge', 'to 
execute, to kill' . 86 From early on, Luther spoke of God's killing and making 
alive as he described justification, for he presumed that sinners must die 
(Rom. 6: 23a) and be resurrected to life in Christ. In his Romans lectures 
(1515-16) he associated justification with baptism as Paul described it in 
Romans 6: 3-11 in far less than his mature expression of its motif of the 
burial of the sinful identity and the resurrection of a new identity in Christ. 
There he interpreted this passage in terms of the ongoing struggle to put 
the desires of the flesh to death in the never-ending struggle against sin; 
he did not speak of God's decisive restoration of righteousness through his 
Word of forgiveness. 87 In The Holy and Blessed Sacrament of Baptism of 1519 
Luther favored baptism by immersion because baptism 'signifies that the 
old man and the sinful birth of flesh and blood are to be wholly drowned by 
the grace of God . . . .  the significance of baptism is a blessed dying unto sin 
and a resurrection in the grace of God, so that the old man, conceived and 
born in sin, is there drowned, and a new man, born in grace, comes forth 
and rises . . . .  Through this spiritual birth [the baptized person] is a child of 
grace and a justified person.'88 This motif continued in his presentation of 
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justification throughout his life. 89 However, Luther could also use language 
which placed the burden of preserving the baptismal covenant upon the 
baptized: 'So long as you keep your pledge to God, he in turn gives you his 
grace:90 the law's call to faithful hearkening to God. 

Luther's discourse on justification arose out of his presuppositions 
regarding sin. Luther defined sin as doubt of, and offense against, the 
Almighty Creator and loving Father, failing to hearken to his Word. There
fore, God's law, the expression of his plan for human life-the Creator's 
definition of what it means to be human-condemned sinners to death 
(Rom. 6: 23a). God, however, promised life as a free gift to his people (Rom. 
6: 23b), and he bestowed that promise and the life it gives through his Word, 
first of all in baptismal form (Rom. 6: 1-18).  By 1520 Luther found the 
words of absolution in the sacrament of penance an absolute assurance of 
forgiveness. 91 

Justification is also an act of new creation. In a doctoral promotion dis
putation of 1535 on faith and law, composed in the midst of papal initiatives 
for a general council, at which Luther wanted justification to be a topic, he 
wrote: 'justification is in reality a kind of rebirth in newness' (John 1: 1 2-13; 
1 John 5: 1), 'a washing of regeneration and renewal' (Titus 3 :  5), new birth 
(John 3: 3); the Holy Spirit calls God's people 'righteous, a new creature 
of God and the first fruits of God's creatures, who, according to his will 
brought us forth by his Word (2 Cor. 5: 1 7; Jas. 1: 18)'. 'It is as blasphemous 
to say that human creatures are justified by their own works as to say that 
they are their own gods, creators, makers.'92 

Many twentieth-century scholars missed Luther's underlying under
standing of God's Word as his creative agent for determining reality. There
fore, they debated fruitlessly whether Luther's doctrine of justification 
was 'effective'-God's 'actual' rendering sinners ' righteous in deed-or 
'forensic'-God's 'merely' saying that they are righteous. First the 'Holl 
school'93 and recently the 'Finnish' school of Tuomo Mannermaa chal
lenged the so-called 'forensic' interpretation of Luther's doctrine of justi
fication. Holl recognized that Luther had emphasized tpe performance of 
good works and tried to tie the sanctified life to the act of justification. 
Mannermaa associates Luther's view with the Eastern Orthodox concept 
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of theosis or divinization, in arguing that justification is more real than 
'merely' a divine verbal observation. 94 Both interpretations wish to avoid 
regarding justification as the creation of a legal fiction-believers remain 
really sinners but God simply refuses to consider them as such. Gerhard 
Forde rightly recognized that such attempts are both histOrically inaccurate 
and theologically unnecessary when he observed that the more 'forensic' 
Luther's teaching becomes, the more 'effective' it is, because nothing can 
be more real than that which God's Word declares. Furthermore, Luther's 
distinguishing God's restoration of human righteousness and the effect it 
has on human performance of new obedience dare not be confused with 
a separation of the two, as though there were no moral consequences of 
receiving new identity and new dignity as God's child. 

Always conscious of the continuing mystery of sin and evil in the lives 
of the baptized, Luther nonetheless distinguished the question of human 
moral performance from the identification of the source of the believer's 
righteousness in God's Sight and the believer's trust. Mannermaa argues 
that faith in Christ brings believers to full participation in the person of 
Christ. 'Because faith means a real union with Christ, and because in Christ 
the Logos is of the same essence as God the Father, therefore the believer's 
participation in the essence of God is also real:95 This view ignores the 
nature of the 'union' of bride and bridegroom that Luther employed so 
frequently (in which the two participants in the union do not become 
'one essence' but retain their distinctiveness), and his understanding of 
the preposition 'in' when Luther uses the Hebraic concept of two dis
tinct entities being 'in' each other (that is, in a close association which 
does not merge them but brings them together in intimate relationship) . 
It also ignores Luther's strong doctrine of Creator and creation, which 
emphasized the distinction of the Creator and the human creature and the 
goodness of being human as God's creature. Luther viewed 'divinization' 
as the vain wish of the first sinners, not God's goal in shaping the human 
creature. Luther believed not that 'faith communicates divine attributes' 
to believers96 but rather that Christ's word of forgiveness restores the 
perfect attributes of God's human creation. Schwarzwau.er succinctly and 
aptly summarizes the flaws in this new interpretation of Luther's doc
trine of justification on the basis of its inadequate methodology, its flawed 
reading of Luther's texts in historical context, its faulty logic in equating 
several distinct terms, its insufficient theological understanding of Luther's 
doctrine of creation, God's Word, and related teachings, and its linguistic 
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misinterpretation of much of Luther's key terminology.97 Indeed, Luther 
very occaSionally uses the medieval mystical term 'divinization', but he 
always clearly distinguished Creator from creature. He defined trust, not 
an indwelling presence of the divine, as the central human characteristic 
that brings all else in human life into harmony with the Father who cre
ated his people and rescued them from evil through Christ's death and 
resurrection. 

FA I T H  OR TRU S T  A S  T H E  H E ART O F  H U M AN I T Y  

The nature of God's re-creative Word as a promise demands the response 
of trust in that promise. Trust defines the human side of this relationship 
which God restores. The relationship is based upon the work of Christ, 
which actually effects the end of the sinner's identity as sinner and the 
assumption of the new identity as child of God. In his disputation on 
justification (1535) Luther repeated his long-time insistence that saving 
faith is not 'historic faith', the acknowledgement of the facts of Jesus's story. 
'It grasps Christ, who died for our sins and arose again for our justification' 
(Rom. 4: 25) and 'understands the love of God the Father, who wants to 
redeem and save you through Christ'. It recognizes that Christ died and 
rose 'for me'. The Holy Spirit creates and preserves this faith. It 'joyfully 
embraces the Son of God given for it with arms outstretched joyfully, 
saying, "He is my beloved, and I am his." , Good works flow from this faith, 
not under compulsion but voluntarily, as a good tree naturally and freely 
produces good fruits (Matt. 7: 16).98 

This trust directs itself to the absolute reliability of what God says to 
sinners about their identity, both because what he' says has accomplished 
the re-creation that restores their identity as his children and because he 
will not lie. That assurance of God's utter reliability lay behind Luther's 
insistence in Bound Choice that God does not change, or, better said, is 
utterly faithful to his promise. Luther taught that assurance rests on the 
basis of God's plan fashioned before creation. But electio� or predestination 
could arouse either arrogance in those who took from this teaching a 
license to sin, or despair in those who thought that weakness of faith or 
obedience indicated that they were not elect. Therefore, Luther also rested 
assurance on the work of Christ, who was given for the whole world (John 
3: 16). Individual Christians could know that they were included among 

97 K. SchwarzwaJler, 'Veranrwortung des Glaubens. Freiheit und Liebe nach der Dekalo
gauslegung Martin Luthers', in D. Bielfeldt and K. Schwarzwiiller (eds.), Freiheit als Liebe 
beilFreedom as Love in Martin Luther, Frankfurt am Main, Lang, 1995, 146-8. 

98 WA 39.1: 45.11--46.10, LW 34: 109-11. 
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those for whom Christ died and rose on the basis of the promise in his 
Word, in oral, written, and sacramental forms. 

The promise is reliable; it establishes the true description of God's cho
sen children. But for some unknown reason sin and evil continue in the 
lives of the baptized. They remain fully righteous in God's sight, and yet 
at the same time the sinfulness that abides in them permeates their lives. 
Luther designed his expression 'sinful and righteous at the same time' 
(simul justus et peccator) to bring comfort to those believers who focused, 
as he often did, on their sins and tilted toward despair over their faith. This 
expression enabled them to take comfort in God's promise despite the all
too-obvious sin that beset them. At the same time it reminded believers 
that their sin is also real, even if it contradicts the promise. Therefore, they 
had to recognize that the entire life of the Christian is a life of repentance. 99 

Repentance takes place as God's words of law and gospel address the 
sinner within the believer. Each day the law kills anew fresh sins and 
new false gods, eradicating them as that which determines the believer's 
identity; the gospel restores trust in Christ and his word that renews the 
new identity of the child of God, created in justification. The Holy Spirit's 
speaking his Word creates faith. Therefore, Luther emphasized the use of 
the Word of God in all its forms, oral, written, and sacramental. 

99 Althaus, Theology, 242-5. 
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One Little Word Can Slay Him: God's Power 

and Presence in the Oral, Written, and 

Sacramental Forms of His Word 

The religiOUS atmosphere in which Luther grew up centered on the 
mass. According to popular belief at that time human relationships with 
God and all other supernatural powers took concrete form primarily in 
rituals of various kinds. The most important of them brought Christ's 
body and blood to the village altar through the priest's consecratory 
words. This gave him unique power in village life. The mass became 
a prime target of criticism by popular reform movements in the half
millennium before Luther. These movements proposed a moralistic rather 
than ritualistic approach to God, relying on Scripture rather than eccle
siastical traditions and authorities. Because the mass served as center for 
ritualistic practice of Christianity, they were anti-sacramental and therefore 
anti-clerical; they also expected Christ to return soon to support their 
cause. l 

Both in official religious practice and thought and in this sort of reform 
proposal, Luther found a focus on human performance, either of moral or 
of ritual actions. Both obscured the biblical depicti9n of God the Creator 
as the initiator and activator of all relationships between himself and his 
human creatures, as a person who engaged his people in conversation 
through his Word in its several forms. God communicates with human 
beings and draws them into the relationship of trust in him and care for 
their neighbors for which he had originally designed them. Therefore, 
Luther believed that God is present in the various forms of his Word and 
that he exercises his power to claim and restore sinners through these 
forms, oral, written, and sacramental. This conception of how God works 
with human creatures differed from predominant medieval views, both 
official and reforming. 

Although Luther and his circle seldom used the term prominent in later 
Lutheran dogmaticS, 'means of grace', for the word in oral and sacramental 

I N. Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium, 3rd edn., Oxford, Oxford UniverSity Press, 1970. 
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