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      Foreword

      The year 1520 was remarkable for Martin Luther. With the issuing of the papal bull against him, it was becoming clear that there would be no easy and peaceful end to the crisis in Electoral Saxony. And in this context, Luther began to look in two directions. He still hoped against hope that some understanding with Pope Leo X might be possible; and he began to prepare the intellectual framework for a new type of theology. With regard to the latter, he produced three great treatises: The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, An Address to the German Nobility, and The Freedom of a Christian . Taken together, they offer a thoroughgoing manifesto of reform.

      The Babylonian Captivity critiqued the medieval sacramental system and proposed an approach that reconfigured baptism and the Mass in clear relation to the prior preached word. The word of God and the believer’s grasping of it by faith were the decisive factors in sacramental efficacy. The Appeal to the German Nobility offered an ambitious revision of the relationship between church and state, and laid the groundwork for understanding the social and cultural outworking of Luther’s approach to salvation. And The Freedom of a Christian presented a revised form of Christian ethics—revised, that is, in light of Luther’s emerging concept of justification, church, sacraments, culture, politics, and ethics. Luther presented a thoroughgoing example of what reformation in the Saxon key might sound like.

      It is the Freedom that you have before you. It is a vital text in the Luther canon because it makes clear both how practically different good works are in a Lutheran context—the fruit of forgiveness, not a basis for forgiveness—and the fact that works are still necessary for the believer, a point on which Catholics then and now challenge Protestants. To be forgiven, Luther argues, is to be freed from the law; and the response to freedom from the law is to do good works for one’s neighbor as a matter of spontaneous, grateful response. As Christ worked for us, not for his benefit but for ours, so we are called to be “little Christs” to our neighbors—not in the unique, salvific sense that applies only and exclusively to Jesus, but in the sense that our grace toward our neighbors is analogous to his grace toward us. Like Jesus, we do works for our neighbors motivated by love, not by law.

      This is something the church must never forget. The Christian life is motivated by the gospel, not by the law. It is the promises of God, and love for God and neighbor, that provide the dynamic for good works. As soon as Christians start to rely on their good works for their standing before God, as soon as they start to do them in order to be right with God, then the character of the Christian life starts to degenerate from that of sons and daughters pleasing their Father to that of servants or employees earning a wage from their boss. And on this, Luther’s little essay is excellent, as it is on the importance of the word preached. As Luther makes clear, the conscience is free for good works when the word of promise comes from outside, in its declaration by the preacher. Christians need to be reminded of the promise continually, and that is why we need to be in church and hearing that promise proclaimed.

      Readers should remember, of course, that this is an early text from the Reformation Luther. He himself was to discover that a simple focus on the unconditional promise of God could lead to professing Christians, remaining sinful as they do, twisting the very gospel itself into an excuse for evil and then acting in any way they pleased. And to be motivated by love does not necessarily make the content of an action godly or good. That is even truer today, when the concept of love has become little more than a sentiment with little or no moral shape at all. And thus in the late 1520s, Luther wrote his Small Catechism that fleshed out in more detail what works of love might actually look like. But the basic dynamic of Lutheran ethics is here in the 1520 treatise: good works flow from a life justified by faith in the promises of God. And that remains a solid rock on which to build today.

      And a final postscript: Let me add that this is not simply a work by my favorite Lutheran theologian of the past. It here appears in an edition produced by my favorite Lutheran theologian and historian of the present, my friend and erstwhile coauthor, Robert Kolb. Bob has trained generations of Lutheran pastors and written books and articles that represent major contributions to our understanding of Luther and his successors. He combines both a profound scholarly knowledge of Lutheran theology and a deep pastoral sensitivity to the needs of Christians today. The reader is in good hands here—that of the dream team of Drs. Luther and Kolb, separated by centuries but united in their common faith. It is a pleasure to commend this edition of a classic to a new generation of Christian readers.

      Carl R. Trueman

      Professor of Biblical and Religious Studies

      Grove City College
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