The Reformation Heritage: Freedom for Service
By Professor Kurt Hendel
The quest for and the message of freedom in Jesus Christ are central aspects of the Reformation heritage. That reality is ultimately related to the nature and content of the biblical message which Luther and his colleagues sought to clarify and proclaim faithfully and boldly. However, it is also reflective of Luther’s own spiritual journey. Before God enlightened him and brought him peace and comfort through the study of Scripture, particularly of the Pauline writings, Luther was a man with profound spiritual questions and struggles. He was deeply concerned about his eternal destiny, especially because the church taught him that he was partially responsible for that destiny. Late medieval theologians, especially the Nominalists, acknowledged that human beings had fallen and were corrupted by original sin. However, they also insisted that humans retain a spark of the divine image (the doctrine of synteresis) and were responsible to do what they are able (facere quod in se est) to live in accordance with God’s will and fulfill God’s law. Luther, on the other hand, was profoundly aware of the power of sin, recognized that he could not fulfill the law no matter how diligently he attempted to do so. Therefore, he feared God’s righteous judgment and experienced powerful Anfechtungen or spiritual struggles which literally caused him to despair. Even the monastic life did not bring peace to his troubled soul. It was not until he discovered the radical good news that Christ has fulfilled the law for us, that God grants us Christ’s righteousness freely and without any contingencies and that we are justified by grace through the gift of faith that Luther experienced freedom from the bondage that threatened his whole being. Luther most likely made this discovery in 1518, and he described the freedom that faith brings and its implications for the Christian life in one of his most important writings, his Freedom of a Christian, which he published in 1520. This concise, yet incisive, work was intended to be a peace offering to Pope Leo X. While it did not accomplish this purpose for a variety of reasons, the treatise remains a gem among the vast number of Luther’s writings because it depicts his vision of the Christian life.  

Luther begins the treatise with a paradoxical thesis statement:


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


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

While these two sentences seem to be contradictory, they are, in fact, complementary and, together, they describe who Christians are and how they are to live.

Christians are free lords:

The freedom Luther envisions is, of course, spiritual freedom, i.e., freedom from all the powers that can take away life because they separate us from God, the Creator and Sustainer of life. It is freedom from the power of sin, from God’s word of judgment, from all the forces that stand in opposition to God, from our own inclination to want to be god and to do what God alone can do.  

This freedom results from God’s gift of faith, for, according to Luther, faith is our “Christian liberty.”
  Why is this the case? The Reformer gives us three reasons:

1. Luther had been taught that an individual is righteous and acceptable in God’s eyes by obeying the law. As I have noted, however, Luther discovered that the more he sought to obey, the more aware he became that full obedience is impossible because of the reality of sin. Having discovered the gospel, however, Luther now insists that faith fulfills the law and frees the believer from the law’s condemnation since the believer receives the gift of Christ’s obedience and righteousness through faith. Faith alone, therefore, enables us to fear and love God so that we strive to do God’s will. Faith alone inspires and empowers us to obey the second table of the law which prescribes the way that we are to deal with one another.

2. Faith honors God by trusting God and considering God to be truthful and trustworthy. It is essential to know who frees people of faith and how they are freed. Otherwise they will never be free. Faith assures Christians that Christ has redeemed and liberated them, and faith trusts the promise that the benefits of Christ’s redemptive work are theirs freely, as gracious gifts from God.

3. Faith unites believers with Christ, and this union results in a “happy exchange.” It is a happy exchange because of the benefits the soul or the believer receives. Luther explains:

…the believing soul can boast of and glory in whatever Christ has as though it were its own, and whatever the soul has Christ claims as his own. Let us compare these and we shall see inestimable benefits. Christ is full of grace, life and salvation. The soul is full of sins, death and damnation.  Now let faith come between them and sins, death and damnation will be Christ’s, while grace, life and salvation will be the soul’s; for if Christ is a bridegroom, he must take upon himself the things which are his bride’s and bestow upon her the things that are his. If he gives her his body and very self, how shall he not give her all that is his? And if he takes the body of the bride, how shall he not take all that is hers?

Through faith, then, believers are intimately united with Christ who is their Redeemer. He takes on their bondage, wins their freedom for them and grants them this gift freely and graciously because of His profound love for them. Freedom is assured when one is united with the great Emancipator, and this unity is possible only through faith.

Because people of faith are free, they are spiritual royalty as well as priests. Since they are kings or queens, nothing that can harm believers spiritually, not even sin, because their faith rules over sin. They are empowered by their faith, and they can overcome all the forces that seek to lead them away from God. They are assured that God stands with them and never forsakes them. Through baptism they have also become priests and are part of the priesthood of all believers. They are, therefore, able to pray for one another and to teach each other divine things, particularly the good news that they have been freed. They also have the authority to witness Christ, to baptize and to forgive and retain sins. 

Christians are dutiful servants:

As spiritual lords and priests people of faith enjoy a radical freedom because they have been emancipated from all the powers that can compromise or take away life and separate them from God. They are free because they have been given the gift of faith, and God has made them God’s people. Their life is, therefore, lived coram Deo, in God’s presence.

But what are the consequences of this gift of freedom? For what purpose are Christians freed? What does it mean to live in God’s presence?

Interestingly, but quite logically, Christians are freed to be servants. While freedom characterizes their relationship with God, service characterizes their relationship with other human beings and with the rest of creation. Faith both frees them and enables them to serve. It inspires them to do all kinds of good works. This means ultimately that faith allows them to imitate Christ. Christ is, of course, the second person of the Trinity and thus God. He is, therefore, absolutely free. Yet this Christ became a human being in order to be the servant of all. As Christ’s people, Christians are privileged to live like He did, namely, in the service and for the sake of others.  

Luther develops these ideas further with his notion of faith active in love. The Reformer was convinced and insisted that faith quite naturally and necessarily expresses itself in love. If faith is present, loving action will follow. In order to illustrate this point, Luther uses the analogy of the good tree. A good, healthy tree will bear good fruit. It cannot be otherwise. So it is with faith. If human beings are people of faith, they will do good works, namely, works that serve God and the neighbor. Luther therefore describes faith as the “master workman” and the “motivating force” behind all good works.
 He notes further that while “[g]ood works do not make a good man…a good man does good works;…”
 He is quick to add, however, that it is ultimately not the person herself or himself who does such works. Rather, faith motivates the individual. “Thus faith remains the doer, and love remains the deed,”
 insists Luther. He is obviously asserting that God enables Christians to be the kind of people God wants them to be, and God does this by granting them faith.

Luther summarizes his vision of the Christian life as a free life of service in the following statement:

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.
 

This life of service is a challenging life. Christians do not live primarily for themselves, eager to accumulate what they want or what they think they need. Rather, they strive to be like Christ and think about others first. This means that the Christian life is radically altruistic rather than egotistic. It focuses on Christ and on the neighbor, especially the neighbor in need; and it serves freely, eagerly and naturally because the Christian life is formed and inspired by faith. Christians serve others because they are free to do so and because they are able to do so. Of course, when they serve they imitate Christ and become God’s instruments of love in the world. It is, therefore, not an exaggeration to say that God’s love touches others tangibly and concretely through a believer’s loving service. 
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