Martin Luther’s Treatise on Christian Liberty
[The Freedom of a Christian]

...To make the way smoother for the unlearned — for only them do | serve — | shall set down the following two
propositions concerning the freedom and the bondage of the spirit:

A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.
A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.

These two theses seem to contradict each other. If, however, they should be found to fit together they would serve our
purpose beautifully. Both are Paul’s own statements, who says in | Cor. 9 [:19], “For though | am free from all men, |
have made myself a slave to all,” and in Rom. 13 [:8], “Owe no one anything, except to love one another.” Love by its
very nature is ready to serve and be subject to him who is loved. So Christ, although he was Lord of all, was “born of
woman, born under the law” [Gal. 4:4], and therefore was at the same time a free man and a servant, “in the form of
God” and “of a servant” [Phil. 2:6-7].
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Hence the Christian must take a middle course and face those two classes of men. He will meet first the
unyielding, stubborn ceremonialists who like deaf adders are not willing to hear the truth of liberty [Ps. 58:4] but, having
no faith, boast of, prescribe, and insist upon their ceremonies as means of justification. Such were the Jews of old, who
were unwilling to learn how to do good. These he must resist, do the very opposite, and offend them boldly lest by their
impious views they drag many with them into error. In the presence of such men it is good to eat meat, break the fasts,
and for the sake of the liberty of faith do other things which they regard as the greatest of sins. Of them we must say,
“Let them alone; they are blind guides.” According to this principle Paul would not circumcise Titus when the Jews
insisted that he should [Gal. 2:3], and Christ excused the apostles when they plucked ears of grain on the sabbath [Matt.
12:1-8]. There are many similar instances. The other class of men whom a Christian will meet are the simple-minded,
ignorant men, weak in the faith, as the Apostle calls them, who cannot yet grasp the liberty of faith, even if they were
willing to do so [Rom. 14:1]. These he must take care not to offend. He must yield to their weakness until they are more
fully instructed. Since they do and think as they do, not because they are stubbornly wicked, but only because their faith
is weak, the fasts and other things which they consider necessary must be observed to avoid giving them offense. This is
the command of love which would harm no one but would serve all men. It is not by their fault that they are weak, but
by that of their pastors who have taken them captive with the snares of their traditions and have wickedly used these
traditions as rods with which to beat them. They should have been delivered from these pastors by the teachings of faith
and freedom. So the Apostle teaches us in Romans 14: “If food is a cause of my brother’s falling, | will never eat meat”
[Cf. Rom. 14:21 and | Cor. 8:13]; and again, “l know and am persuaded in the Lord Jesus that nothing is unclean in itself;
but it is unclean for any one who thinks it unclean” [Rom. 14:14].

For this reason, although we should boldly resist those teachers of traditions and sharply censure the laws of the
popes by means of which they plunder the people of God, yet we must spare the timid multitude whom those impious
tyrants hold captive by means of these laws until they are set free. Therefore fight strenuously against the wolves, but
for the sheep and not also against the sheep. This you will do if you inveigh against the laws and the lawgivers and at the
same time observe the laws with the weak so that they will not be offended, until they also recognize tyranny and
understand their freedom. If you wish to use your freedom, do so in secret, as Paul says, Rom. 14 [:22], “The faith that
you have, keep between yourself and God”; but take care not to use your freedom in the sight of the weak. On the other
hand, use your freedom constantly and consistently in the sight of and despite the tyrants and the stubborn so that they
also may learn that they are impious, that their laws are of no avail for righteousness, and that they had no right to set
them up.

Since we cannot live our lives without ceremonies and works, and the perverse and untrained youth need to be
restrained and saved from harm by such bonds; and since each one should keep his body under control by means of
such works, there is need that the minister of Christ be far-seeing and faithful. He ought so to govern and teach
Christians in all these matters that their conscience and faith will not be offended and that there will not spring up in
them a root of bitterness and many will thereby be defiled, as Paul admonishes the Hebrews [Heb. 12:15]; that is, that
they may not lose faith and become defiled by the false estimate of the value of works and think that they must be



justified by works. Unless faith is at the same time constantly taught, this happens easily and defiles a great many, as has
been done until now through the pestilent, impious, soul-destroying traditions of our popes and the opinions of our
theologians. By these snares numberless souls have been dragged down to hell, so that you might see in this the work of
Antichrist.

In brief, as wealth is the test of poverty, business the test of faithfulness, honors the test of humility, feasts the
test of temperance, pleasures the test of chastity, so ceremonies are the test of the righteousness of faith. “Can a man,”
asks Solomon, “carry fire in his bosom and his clothes and not be burned?” [Prov. 6:27]. Yet as a man must live in the
midst of wealth, business, honors, pleasures, and feasts, so also must he live in the midst of ceremonies, that is, in the
midst of dangers. Indeed, as infant boys need beyond all else to be cherished in the bosoms and by the hands of
maidens to keep them from perishing, yet when they are grown up their salvation is endangered if they associate with
maidens, so the inexperienced and perverse youth need to be restrained and trained by the iron bars of ceremonies lest
their unchecked ardor rush headlong into vice after vice. On the other hand, it would be death for them always to be
held in bondage to ceremonies, thinking that these justify them. They are rather to be taught that they have been so
imprisoned in ceremonies, not that they should be made righteous or gain great merit by them, but that they might thus
be kept from doing evil and might more easily be instructed to the righteousness of faith. Such instruction they would
not endure if the impulsiveness of their youth were not restrained.

Hence ceremonies are to be given the same place in the life of a Christian as models and plans have among
builders and artisans. They are prepared, not as a permanent structure, but because without them nothing could be
built or made. When the structure is complete the models and plans are laid aside. You see, they are not despised,
rather they are greatly sought after; but what we despise is the false estimate of them since no one holds them to be
the real and permanent structure.

If any man were so flagrantly foolish as to care for nothing all his life long except the most costly, careful, and
persistent preparation of plans and models and never to think of the structure itself, and were satisfied with his work in
producing such plans and mere aids to work, and boasted of it, would not all men pity his insanity and think that
something great might have been built with what he has wasted? Thus we do not despise ceremonies and works, but we
set great store by them; but we despise the false estimate placed upon works in order that no one may think that they
are true righteousness, as those hypocrites believe who spend and lose their whole lives in zeal for works and never
reach that goal for the sake of which the works are to be done, who, as the Apostle says, “will listen to anybody and can
never arrive at a knowledge of the truth” [Il Tim. 3:7]. They seem to wish to build, they make their preparations, and yet
they never build. Thus they remain caught in the form of religion and do not attain unto its power [Il Tim. 3:5].
Meanwhile they are pleased with their efforts and even dare to judge all others whom they do not see shining with a like
show of works. Yet with the gifts of God which they have spent and abused in vain they might, if they had been filled
with faith, have accomplished great things to their own salvation and that of others.

Since human nature and natural reason, as it is called, are by nature superstitious and ready to imagine, when
laws and works are prescribed, that righteousness must be obtained through laws and works; and further, since they are
trained and confirmed in this opinion by the practice of all earthly lawgivers, it is impossible that they should of
themselves escape from the slavery of works and come to a knowledge of the freedom of faith. Therefore there is need
of the prayer that the Lord may give us and make us theodidacti, that is, those taught by God [John 6:45], and himself, as
he has promised, write his law in our hearts; otherwise there is no hope for us. If he himself does not teach our hearts
this wisdom hidden in mystery [l Cor. 2:7], nature can only condemn it and judge it to be heretical because nature is
offended by it and regards it as foolishness. So we see that it happened in the old days in the case of the apostles and
prophets, and so godless and blind popes and their flatterers do to me and to those who are like me. May God at last be
merciful to them and to us and cause his face to shine upon us that we may know his way upon earth [Ps. 67:1-2], his
salvation among all nations, God, who is blessed forever [Il Cor. 11:31]. Amen.
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