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Introduction
The famous (or infamous) Five Points of Cal-
vinism have become well-established in His-
torical Theology and Church History. Drawn 
up by The Synod of Dort in 1618, they were 
a response to The Five Points of Arminianism. 
The latter were cast in the form of a ‘Remon-
strance’ presented to the Dutch Parliament fol-
lowing the death of Jacob Arminius in 1610. 
Until then, the major Protestant Churches 
in Europe had subscribed to the Belgic and 
Heidelberg Confessions of Faith. Recognizing 
significant differences in their theology, par-
ticularly with regard to five key doctrines, the 
Arminians formulated their protest. The Syn-
od of Dort sat for 154 sessions over a seven 
month period before issuing its reaffirmation 
of the recognized confessional position.

Now, if we have The Five Points of Ar-
minianism and The Five Points of Calvinism, 
is it possible to speak in terms of The Five 
Points of Lutheranism? This essay presents an 
attempt to identify five key doctrines that lie 
at the heart of Martin Luther’s experiential 
theology. The question-mark in the title is 
important! This is a tentative proposal offered 
by a Calvinistic Baptist.

I. The Doctrine of Sin
The Word of God taught Martin Luther his 
own heart! It stressed his sin! In those early 
years, between 1505 and 1515, the thing that 
worried Luther most was not the Church, nor 
the need for reform, nor religion as such. What 
worried him more than all else was Luther. It 
was Luther’s soul, Luther’s sin and his need of 
salvation. The Word of God spoke powerfully 
to his soul and Romans 1:18 cried out from 
the printed page. His great and fundamen-
tal problem was, “How can I find a Gracious 
God?” Luther knew that his sin had alienated 
him from God and that sin merits and attracts 
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the wrath of God issuing in eternal punishment. Here, then, was the basic problem 
— Martin Luther was a sinner! Such knowledge bore down upon Luther with tre-
mendous force even when he was cloistered. Classified as a Scrupulant, he tried his 
confessors with the multiplicity of his confessions. He even invented sins to confess 
in case he had forgotten some he had actually committed. Writes Luther: “Though 
I lived as a monk beyond reproach, I felt that I was a sinner before God with an 
extremely disturbed conscience.” He was driven to despair. No amount of flagella-
tion would bring relief. Often, after whipping himself, he would ask: “Who knows 
whether such things are pleasing to God?” He could write, with regard to Galatians 
5:17, of his being “crucified – constantly crucified” by such thoughts as these: “You 
have committed this or that sin.” In Luther’s emphasis upon and his enumeration 
and confession of sins of which he felt himself guilty, we may identify a basic prob-
lem. That problem, springing from the teaching of the Church of Rome, lay in his 
failure, at this point, to distinguish between sin inherited and sins committed in 
thought, word and deed. 

Here, then, emphasis must be placed upon the doctrine of Original Sin as it is 
taught in the Word of God. This is markedly different from the teaching of Rome as 
accepted initially by Luther. According to Rome, Original Sin does not affect us after 
baptism but Luther came to see that this is contrary to Biblical teaching. Graphic 
as ever, here is how the Reformer speaks of The Fall: “So Adam and Eve were pure 
and healthy. They had eyes so sharp they could have seen through a wall and ears so 
good they could have heard anything two miles away. All the animals were obedient 
to them: even the sun and moon smiled at them. But then the devil came and said, 
‘You will become just like the gods’, and so on. They reasoned, ‘God is patient. 
What difference would one apple make?’ Snap! Snap! And it lay before them. It’s 
hanging us all yet by the neck.” There we have Luther’s emphasis upon The Fall and 
its consequences. Sin springs from The Fall so that the natural man is born in a state 
of alienation from God. This alienation cannot simply be construed in terms of a 
passive weakness or a lack of good. It is, rather, “a seething rebellion” for this “atrocity 
of sin” has vitiated man’s entire being. It is an “uncontrollable energy which cannot 
be conquered by ordinary means.” The Original Sin was characterized by two things: 
“Unfaith toward God” and “a reliance upon human reason instead of God’s Word.” 
The effects were catastrophic! Here is the plight of man before God — CORAM 
DEO — and God is the One with whom we have to do.

The unregenerate man stands before God naked and devoid of anything whereby 
he might hope to commend himself to his Creator. Listen to Luther as he describes 
man’s changed condition. He describes God the Creator as “an artist like unto none 
and his creation as something to inspire our worship and to make it sing” Glory to 
God in the highest. “This, says Luther, is the very heart of worship but the natural 
man has no part in it at all. For the World, since Adam’s fall, knows neither God nor 
his creatures. Ho, what fine, fair, happy thoughts would man have had were he not 
fallen!... Adam and his children would have gloried in all this but now since the piti-
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able fall, the Creator is dishonoured and reviled.” Luther here underlines the differ-
ence between “root” and “fruit”, between “sin” and “sins”. We are not sinners because 
we sin but we sin because we are sinners. In the Roman system, however, it was “sins” 
that were being remembered, listed, confessed and “forgiven”. The emphasis was upon 
the “fruit” and not the “root”. In opposition to this, Luther stressed the fact that sin 
must first of all be identified in the spiritual realm before we can hope to have it dealt 
with in its expression as sins in the physical and material realms. This enables Ebeling 
to write: “Even sin is spiritual in so far as it is recognized in the sight of God as a 
self-righteousness, as pious self-assertion against God and as a flight from proclaiming 
the righteousness of God into self-justification.” Increasingly, Luther recognized the 
differences that existed between the Biblical doctrine of Sin and the teaching of the 
Church of Rome. Says Schwiebert: “In the Leipzig Debate he came face to face with 
the orthodox Roman position on Sin, grace, justification, the Church and papal pow-
er and he began to realize how far he had really drifted.”1 With regard to the matter 
of man’s Salvation, two of Luther’s basic convictions proved to be of fundamental 
importance. Not only were these two convictions disputed by the Church of Rome 
but were actually anathematized at the Council of Trent. What were they?2 

(i) “Until men individually become the subjects of God’s special grace – i.e. 
– until God’s Grace is actually communicated to them in their justification and 
regeneration, there is nothing in them but what is sinful and deserving of God’s 
displeasure.”

In other words, “all the actions of unregenerate men are wholly sinful.”
(ii) “Even after they have become the subjects of God’s justifying and renewing 

Grace, there is still something sinful, and in itself deserving of punishment, about 
all that they are and all that they do, about every feature of their character and every 
department of their conduct.”

This Biblical understanding of the doctrine of sin found powerful expression in 
Luther’s preaching and writings. Says Wood: “Like all true Gospel preaching, Lu-
ther’s message moved within the twin orbits of Sin and Grace.”3 Mackinnon could 
state that Gospel preaching in the evangelical sense began with Luther. Of the Epistle 
to the Romans, the Wittenberg professor wrote: “The Sum and Substance of this 
letter is: to pull down, to pluck up and to destroy all wisdom and righteousness of 
the flesh... and to implant, establish and make large the reality of Sin.”4 It need not 
surprise us, then, what Kooiman says of Luther’s lectures on Romans: “The central 

1  Ernest George Schwiebert, Luther and His times: The Reformation from a New Perspective (St. Louis: 
Concordia Pub. House, 1950), 416.

2  William Cunningham, Historical Theology (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1960) “Sinfulness of Works 
before Regeneration”.

3  A. Skevington Wood, Captive to The Word. Martin Luther: Doctor of Sacred Scripture (Exeter: Pater-
noster Press, 1969), 92.

4  Luther: Lectures on Romans, trans. and ed. Wilhelm Pauck, vol. 15, The Library of Christian Classics, 
ed. John Baillie, John T, McNeill, and Henry P. Van Dusen (Philadelphia, Westminster, 1961), 1.
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motif of these lectures is that God’s Word causes us to see our sin.”5 This, in turn, 
enables one authority to say with conviction that Luther’s commentary on Romans 
is a Reform Manifesto.6 If that be so and if its central motif concerns the doctrine of 
Sin, there may be justification in regarding that doctrine as the first of The Five Points 
of Lutheranism.

II. The Bondage of the Will
“How can I find a gracious God?” That question was paramount on the heart and 
mind of Martin Luther when tire Word of God convinced him of his sin. It taught 
him that he was a sinner both by nature and by practice. Luther despaired! What 
added to his despair was the awful fact that there was absolutely nothing he could 
will or do to gain Salvation. His will was enslaved by Sin - his will was bound! Ebe-
ling reminds us “that Luther came to realise the radical bondage of the will ... as 
soon as he comprehended the pure gospel.” The Word of God spoke powerfully to 
Luther. The natural man will not come to Christ and, indeed, cannot come. He is in 
bondage to sin and Satan. Only God in Christ who is the Truth can set the prisoner 
free! Luther saw the idea of free-will as asserting itself in opposition to the ‘free-will’ 
or ‘determination of God’ and he could not abide such effrontery. Says Luther “The 
best and infallible preparation and the sole disposition to grace is the eternal election 
and predestination of God.” Just as man cannot will to come to Christ, Luther would 
say, neither can he be driven. It is God’s work: “God alone does this, coming to dwell 
beforehand in the heart.”

Increasingly, Luther preached and wrote against a doctrine that he regarded as 
false. In 1516 he said, “The will of man without Grace is not free but enslaved.” In 
1517, the year of the posting of Ninety-five Theses, he wrote: “It is not true that the 
free effort of man is able to decide on either of two opposed courses. Rather, it is 
not free at all but captive. It is not true that the will is able by nature to follow right 
guidance.” In 1518, at Heidelberg, he emphasised the doctrine again. “To speak of 
free-will after The Fall is mere words. If it does what lies in its power (i.e. free-will) 
it commits mortal sin.”

Luther’s doctrine of The Bondage of the Will was condemned as heretical in 
the Papal Bull of Excommunication. Certainly, Luther’s ideas were opposed to the 
teachings of outstanding theologians whose writings were highly regarded in Rome. 
Peter Lombard, Anselm, Abelard and Bernard, for example, had refused to accept the 
unqualified impotence of man’s will after The Fall. Listen to Luther as he replies to 
the Pope! “Free-Will is, in reality, a fabrication, a mere turn of phrase without reality. 
Again, free-will, which is only apparent with regard to us and to temporal things, dis-
appears in the sight of God.” The fact that Luther based his doctrine upon Scripture 
carried no weight with the Pope. Indeed, Pope Hadrian had written to Fredrick the 

5  Willem Jan Kooiman, Luther and the Bible (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1961), 61.
6  James Mackinnon, Luther and the Reformation, Vol. I., Early Life and Religious Development to 1517 

(London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1925), 176. 
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Wise telling him not to be swayed by the fact that Luther quoted scripture. “So does 
every heretic,” wrote the Pope. Nonetheless, a classic example of Luther’s dependence 
upon God’s Word is evident in his exposition of such themes as the Bondage of the 
Will when he debated at Heidelberg. One authority states that Luther appealed to 
Scripture “in almost every other sentence of the proofs...”

For Luther, this doctrine was not only scriptural but also intensely theological. 
He refused to place it in the category of metaphysics as others tried to do. Indeed, 
because it was both Scriptural and theological, it was regarded by Luther – and by 
all the Reformers - as “the connecting link between the doctrines of original sin and 
of divine grace...”7

Luther believed fervently that the whole Gospel of God’s grace was bound up 
with this doctrine of the Bondage of the Will. In his reply to the work of Erasmus 
- On The Freedom of the Will, which had been written expressly in opposition to the 
German reformer - Luther thanked Erasmus for not bothering him with more extra-
neous issues, for seeing “the hinge on which all turns” and for having “aimed at the 
vital spot.” Luther’s teaching was Biblical, theological and evangelical! Nevertheless, 
this vital doctrine was condemned by The Council of Trent which pronounced an 
anathema upon all “who say that the free-will of man was lost and extinguished after 
the Fall of Adam.” Luther’s reply to Erasmus was entitled, De Servo Arbitrio and this 
has proved to be “one of the most enduring monuments of evangelical doctrine, 
a masterpiece in the realm of polemics, dogmatics and exegesis...” This polemical 
tour de force not only crushed the specious arguments of the Dutch humanist but 
exercised a profound influence upon the doctrine of the Reformation and beyond. 
Luther, himself, regarded it as his best work and expressed his opinion that the doc-
trine of the bondage of the will is at “the very heart of the Gospel.” As such, it is 
involved in the doctrines of original sin; the total depravity of man; the sovereignty 
of God and human responsibility; the doctrine of Predestination; and the scriptural 
teaching concerning regeneration. Of Luther’s masterpiece, H.J. Iwand has written: 
“Whoever puts this book down without having realized that evangelical theology 
stands or falls with the doctrine of the bondage of the will has read it in vain.”8 The 
teaching in The Bondage of the Will is absolutely consistent with Luther’s doctrine 
of Christian liberty. The latter was expressed very clearly, for example, in his work, 
On The Freedom of the Christian, published in 1520. Nevertheless, in that treatise on 
Freedom, the Reformer clearly states: “Freewill is an empty word.” This, of course, 
was consistent with Luther’s own experience. In his great struggle with sin he had 
been convinced by the Word of God that there was nothing he could will or do to 
save himself. That Word cried out to the Sinner, “It is God who worketh in you both 
to will and to do of his good pleasure.” It taught him man’s inability in such passages 
as John 5:40: “Ye will not come to me that ye might have life;” John 6:44, 65: “No 
man can come to Me except the Father who hath sent me draw him.”

7  Cunningham, Historical Theology, „The Doctrine of the Will”.
8  J.I. Packer, Introduction in Martin Luther, The Bondage of the Will (London: J. Clarke, 1957), 57.
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The doctrine of the will has to do “with the basic principles of religion - the nature 
of God and the nature of man.” It is involved in “the problem of the ages” as Philip 
Schaff has suggested. Nevertheless, the doctrine of the bondage of the will is asserted 
in the work of Jonathan Edwards entitled: On the Freedom of the Will. In connection 
with the doctrine taught therein, George Marsden says: “remove divine sovereignty 
from the emphasis on individual choice and the whole system would collapse.”

It is no wonder, then, that B.B. Warfield should assert that The Bondage of the 
Will is “a dialectic and polemic masterpiece which is, in fact, the embodiment of Lu-
ther s reformation conceptions, the nearest thing to a systematic statement of them 
that he ever made ... it is ... in a true sense, the manifesto of the Reformation.”9 All 
the Reformers were of one mind concerning this scriptural teaching “which humbles 
man, strengthens faith and glorifies God.”

On that last point we must allow Gordon Rupp to have the final word. He de-
scribes the doctrine “as the finest and most powerful Soli Deo Gloria to be sung in 
the whole period of the Reformation.”10

III The Righteousness Of God
In the experiential theology of Martin Luther, the doctrine of the Righteousness of 
God occupies a pivotal position. He regarded this teaching as of fundamental impor-
tance in the Christian message. Here, we are right at the heart of the Gospel! On the 
one hand. Sin: On the other hand, Salvation. How could Martin Luther, the Sinner, 
find Salvation? How could he find a gracious God? He found that the answer lies in 
the doctrine of The Righteousness of God!

God Against Man?
Before Luther came to faith in Christ, the term “the righteousness of God” trou-
bled him greatly and repeatedly. He had encountered it in his study of the Psalms. 
There is was, for example, in Psalm 31:1 and again in 71:2. With his heart and 
mind unenlightened, Luther completely misunderstood the Scriptural teaching and 
it drove him to distraction. Listen to him as he bears testimony to his reaction to 
his reading of such passages of The Word of God: “When under the Papacy, I read 
‘In Thy righteousness deliver me’ (Ps 31:1), and, ‘in thy truth I thought at once that 
this righteousness was an avenging anger, namely, The Wrath of God. I hated Paul 
with all my heart when I read that the righteousness of God is revealed in the Gospel 
(Romans 1:16, 17).”

Now, if he hated the messenger, he certainly hated the message itself. He tells us 
how Romans 1:17 ‘stood in his way’: “For I hated that word ‘righteousness of God’ 
which, according to the use and custom of all the teachers, I had been taught to un-

9  B. B. Warfield, “The Theology of the Reformation” in Studies in Theology: The Works of Benjamin B. 
Warfield, vol. 9 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2003 [1932]), 471.

10  Gordon E. Rupp, The Righteousness of God: Luther Studies (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1953), 
283.
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derstand philosophically regarding the formal or active righteousness, as they called it, 
with which God is righteous and punishes the unrighteous sinner.” Luther hated the 
messenger and the message itself but he also tells us that he hated God whose Word 
it was! “I hated the righteous God who punishes sinners, and secretly, if not blasphe-
mously, certainly murmuring greatly. I was angry with God and said, ‘As if indeed, it 
is not enough that miserable sinners, eternally lost through original sin, are crushed 
by every land of calamity by the Law of Decalogue, without having God add pain to 
pain by the Gospel and also by the Gospel threatening us with His righteousness and 
wrath.” There, Luther equates ‘righteousness and wrath’ and ‘law and punishment’. 
He tells us how he “made no distinction between the Law and the Gospel. I regarded 
both as the same thing and held that there was no difference between Christ and Mo-
ses except the times in which they lived and their degrees of perfection.” 

This struggle of Luther’s with regard to the righteousness of God was one of 
titanic proportions. Instinctively, he related the idea to the Law. He interpreted it in 
an active sense related to the Wrath of God and concluded that the righteous God 
was against man!

God for Man!
In the grace and mercy of God, Luther was delivered from the bondage of Sin. His 
mind was enlightened and his eyes were opened so that he realized how he had mis-
interpreted the Scripture. Romans 1:17, for example, bore a quite different message 
as he himself explains: “God had mercy on me and I began to understand that the 
righteousness of God is that gift of God by which a righteous man lives, namely, faith 
and that this sentence – ‘The Righteousness of God is revealed in The Gospel’ – is 
passive, indicating that the merciful God justifies us by faith, as it is written: ‘The 
righteous shall live by faith’. Now I felt that 1 had been reborn altogether and had 
entered Paradise.”

Now, instead of loathing Romans 1:17, he found that it “helped” and “cheered” 
him: “There I saw what righteousness Paul was talking about. Earlier in the text I 
read ‘righteousness’. I related the abstract (‘righteousness’) with the concrete (‘the 
righteous One’) and became sure of my cause. I learned to distinguish between the 
righteousness of the Law and the righteousness of the Gospel.”

Before his conversion, the term ‘the righteousness of God’ presented to Luther’s 
mind a picture of a Judge and of wrath but as soon as he was born anew, the Scrip-
tures were opened up to him in a completely new way. “There a totally other face 
of the entire Scripture showed itself to me. Thereupon I ran through the Scriptures 
from memory. I also found in other terms an analogy, as, the Work of God, that is, 
what God does in us; the power of God, with which He makes us strong; the wisdom 
of God, with which He makes us wise; the strength of God, the salvation of God, the 
glory of God.” His new understanding of this vitally important doctrine opened up 
for Luther the rest of Scripture. No wonder, then, that one authority says that Luther 
“had obtained the key to the Scriptures.”
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The Wittenberg professor knew, of course, that this wonderful teaching “was con-
trary to the opinion of all the doctors.” Such great truths as the Righteousness of God 
and Justification by grace through Faith Alone were “unknown to the academic theol-
ogy of the Middle Ages.” With this, Schwiebert agrees: there now shines through his 
expositions “the rich soul-experience through which he understood St. Paul better than 
had been the case for a thousand years.”11

With what joy did Luther embrace this Biblical teaching with regard to the righ-
teousness of God! No longer could he regard God as the Judge sitting upon a rainbow 
and filled with wrath. No longer could he think in terms of the righteousness of God 
“against” man. God in Christ is a gracious Redeemer and Christ is our righteousness as 
well as our wisdom, sanctification and redemption (1 Cor 1:30). “God against man?” 
No! Now Luther could appreciate as never before that “God was for man!” Therefore, 
in his exposition of the Psalms, Luther can rejoice in the believer’s riches: “Christ is 
God’s Grace, mercy, righteousness, truth, wisdom, power, comfort and salvation, given 
us of God without any merit.” What a tremendous difference this new and correct 
understanding of a vital doctrine made in the life and ministry of Martin Luther! His 
lectures now “breathed the atmosphere of first-century Christianity.” He revelled in 
preaching this grand truth and it affected him in every aspect of his being. When he 
came to the 22nd Psalm, he identified it as relating to Christ. Yet Christ the Holy, Spot-
less, Sinless One is forsaken by the Father. How could this be? One authority tells us 
that “the answer dawned on Luther with the force of a fresh revelation.”12 Christ, who 
knew no sin, was made to be sin for the sake of sinners.

Christ has taken the sin of believers and has clothed believers with the robe 
of his righteousness. Luther loved the Saviour with all his heart. Christ Jesus not 
only “brought” God’s righteousness but “He was” God’s righteousness. Glory to His 
Name! He praises God repeatedly for this great truth and cries: “Thank God we again 
have His Word which pictures and portrays Christ as our righteousness.” Luther had 
discovered that an ocean of Grace lies between the concepts of wrath and mercy. His 
was a “comforted despair”.

This whole experience has been described as “Luther’s Copernican revolution in 
Theology” and as “Luther’s discovery of a new understanding of the essence of the 
Christian religion.” Gerhard Ebeling could describe it as “the fundamental theolog-
ical perception and the basic Reformation principle.” Says Bainton: “Luther had 
come into a new view of Christ and a new view of God. He had come to love the 
suffering redeemer and the God unveiled on Calvary.”13

11  Schwiebert, Luther and His times, 289.
12  Wood, Captive to the Word, 48.
13  Roland H. Baiton, Here I Stand: A Life of Martin Luther (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, 

2009), 48.
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IV Justification by Grace Through Faith Alone
In the experiential theology of Martin Luther there is an inseparable connection 
between ‘the righteousness of God’ and ‘Justification by Grace through Faith Alone’. 
The fundamental importance of that connection had dawned upon him when, by 
God’s grace, his mind was enlightened regarding the true import of Romans 1:17. 
Listen to Luther himself as he bears witness to the grace of God in his heart and life: 
“Night and day I pondered until I saw the connection between the justice of God 
and the Statement that ‘the just shall live by his faith’. Then I grasped that the justice 
of God is that righteousness by which through Grace and sheer mercy, God justifies 
us through faith.” That was Luther’s gospel! That was the good news that God had 
called him to proclaim - and proclaim it he did! “If you have a true faith that Christ is 
your Saviour, then at once you have a gracious God, for faith leads you in and opens 
up God’s heart and will, that you should see pure Grace and overflowing love.” Here 
is a Gospel worth preaching! It is a Gospel where the emphasis is upon “grace and 
sheer mercy and pure grace and overflowing love.” Luther had come to realize that 
Justification is an act of God’s free grace. It is an ‘act’ and not a ‘work’! Moreover, 
Luther realized that Paul had borrowed his terminology from the Law-Courts. Jus-
tification is a legal term and demonstrates the fact that God freely pardons our sins 
and accepts us as ‘righteous’ in His sight. Luther rejoiced that the ‘ground’ of our 
Justification is not any righteousness inherent, nor our supposed good works but, 
rather, the righteousness of the Redeemer imputed to us. Then Luther also realized 
that the means of our Justification is faith! We are “justified freely by that faith which 
receives and rests in Christ only for Salvation.”

In his own experience, Luther had been convinced of the importance of this 
tremendous doctrine and his emphasis upon it shines through in his preaching and 
teaching, in his commentaries and pastoral counselling and in his translation of the 
Bible. When he came to translate Romans 3:28, he added the word ‘alone’ — ‘by 
faith alone’. Greatly criticized then (as now!), Luther replied that a clear and vigorous 
rendering into German required such an addition. Interestingly, Joachim Jeremias of 
Gottingen has affirmed that, linguistically and theologically, Luther was correct.14 
We have the same emphasis in Luther’s expository lectures on the Epistle to the Ro-
mans in 1515/1516. In them, Justification comes to the fore even as it undergirds 
the Ninety-Five Theses of 1517.

Says Finlayson: “Luther had already given his exposition of Justification in his 
lectures on Romans of 1515-1516 and from that time he had been diligently preach-
ing this doctrine from pulpit and chair and had already converted his immediate 
community to the evangelical faith.” In 1517, he nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to 
the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg. Superficial readers of the Theses think 
that Luther is concerned there only with the matter of indulgences. They fail to note 
that the doctrine of Justification undergirds the Theses throughout. Certainly, Car-

14  Joachim Jeremias, The Central Message of the New Testament (London: SCM Press), 55.
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dinal Cajetan had no difficulty in recognizing the true import of the Theses and actually 
quoted a papal Bull – Unigenitus – Issued in 1343 by Clement VI, in an attempt to con-
vince Luther of error. Justification by Grace through Faith Alone was no mere theoretical 
teaching as far as Luther was concerned. He had been burdened by sin and his will had 
been bound. Then he experienced God’s Grace and mercy and began to rejoice in the 
doctrines of the Righteousness of God and Justification. Here was a vibrant faith which 
brought joy to the heart and peace to the soul.

In justifying the believer, God does not simply overlook man’s sin and forgive him. 
No! Luther emphasized repeatedly the ideas of ‘substitution’ and ‘imputation’. Jesus 
Christ is our substitute. He has taken upon Himself the sin of the penitent sinner and 
clothed him with the righteousness of Christ! Listen now to Pastor Luther as he counsels 
his dear friend, George Spenlein. In a letter to Spenlein, dated 8 April 1516, Luther 
writes: “Therefore, my dear brother, leant to know Christ and Him crucified. Learn to 
praise Him and, ceasing to trust in yourself, say to Him, Thou, Lord Jesus, art my righ-
teousness. I am Thy sin. Thou hast taken upon Thee what is mine and given to me what 
is Thine. Thou hast taken upon thee what Thou were not and given to me what was never 
mine... Through Him alone, and cheerfully despairing of yourself and your own works, 
you will find peace.”

The Reformer was opposed relentlessly by the Church of Rome which was impla-
cably opposed to his teaching concerning Justification. When the Roman authorities 
attacked him through an Imperial Edict in 1531, Luther’s response was blunt: “I see that 
the Devil is continually attacking this fundamental doctrine.” Referring to himself as an 
unworthy herald of the Gospel, he declared himself determined to preach it all the more.

The puritan, Thomas Watson, quotes Luther as saying that, after his death, the doc-
trine of Justification would be corrupted. Such a course must needs be resisted because as 
Watson says again, “Justification is the very hinge and pillar of Christianity ... Justifica-
tion by Christ is a spring of the water of life.”15

B.B. Warfield writes about a dogma in which “is summed up all the teaching of 
Scripture and identifies it as the sole efficiency of God in Salvation.” He continues: “this 
is what we call the material principle of the Reformation. It was not at first known by 
the name of Justification by Faith alone but it was from the first passionately embraced 
as renunciation of all human works and dependence upon the grace of God alone for 
Salvation. In it the Reformation lived and moved and had its being; in a high sense of the 
words, it is the Reformation.”16

James Buchanan also saw Justification by Faith as the material principle of the Ref-
ormation and says: “Martin Luther described the doctrine of Justification by Faith as 
articulus stands vel cadentis ecclesiae — the article of faith that decides whether the Church 
is standing or falling.”17

15  Watson, A Body of Divinity (Edinburgh: Banner of Truth, 1957), 226.
16  B.B. Warfield, “The Theology of the Reformation.” The Biblical Review, ii. (1917), 498.
17  James Buchanan, The Doctrine of Justification: An Outline of its History in the Church and of its Expo-

sition from Scripture (East Peoria, IL.: Banner of Truth Trust, 2016), vii.
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Let us listen to the Pastor, Preacher and Professor, as he makes his great confes-
sion of faith: I, “Dr Martin Luther, the unworthy evangelist of the Lord Jesus Christ, 
thus think and thus affirm, That this article, namely, ‘that faith alone, without works, 
justifies us before God,’ can never be overthrown. For Christ alone, the Son of God, 
died for our sins; but if Christ alone takes away our sins, then men, with all their 
works are to be excluded from all concurrence in procuring the pardon of sin and 
justification. Nor can I embrace Christ otherwise than by faith alone. He cannot be 
apprehended by works. But if faith, before works follow, apprehend the Redeemer, it 
is undoubtedly true that faith alone, before works and without works, appropriates 
the benefits of Redemption, which is no other than Justification, or deliverance from 
sin. This is our doctrine; so The Holy Spirit teaches and the whole Christian church. 
In this, by the Grace of God, will we stand fast. Amen!”

V The Priesthood of All Believers
That was a glorious day when Martin Luther discovered a copy of the Bible in the 
library of the monastery at Erfurt. Thomas Carlyle has referred to that as Luther’s 
“most blessed discovery.”18 Among the many treasures he found therein was the doc-
trine of ‘The Priesthood of All Believers’ and what he learned from the Word of God 
was contrary to all that he had been taught and had experienced in the Church of 
Rome! In that sacerdotal system the ‘laity’ was dependent upon the priesthood which 
was composed of fallen human beings who believed they possessed quite extraordi-
nary powers. They had been taught that they could change the bread and wine of 
the ‘mass’ into the body and blood of Christ. They could forgive Sin and grant ab-
solution. These, and other very serious powers were the possessions of men in their 
‘vocations’ as priests!

In Luther’s own experience, such ideas terrified him. For example, he experienced 
tremors whilst officiating at his first mass which, according to Rome, “is the focal 
point of the Church’s means of grace, here on the altar bread and wine become the 
flesh and blood of God and the sacrifice of Calvary is re-enacted. The priest who per-
forms the miracle of transforming the elements enjoys a power and privilege denied 
even to angels. The whole difference between the clergy and the laity rests on this.”

Luther’s early concept of priesthood, therefore, was that taught by the Church 
of Rome but he was to experience a profound change in his thinking as a result of 
his “most blessed discovery”. There he discovered that all believers are called upon to 
present their bodies as living sacrifices unto God (Romans 12:1) and to offer to God 
the sacrifice of praise (Hebrews 13:15). Believers have been constituted “a kingdom 
of priests” (1 Pet 1:9) or “a royal priesthood”. They are living stones and have been 
“built up a spiritual house, a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual sacrifices, accept-
able to God by Jesus Christ” (1 Pet 2:5). All that, says Luther, is the vocation and the 
dignity of the humblest believer in Christ! This concept, however, must be construed 

18  Thomas Carlyle, On heroes, hero-worship and the heroic in history (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1993), 111.



168

Robert E.L. Rodgers

SároSpataki Füzetek 22   2018 – 2

in terms of all believers’ endeavours in life: “A cobbler, a smith, a peasant, whatever 
he may be, a man has the labour and occupation of his craft and yet all men alike 
are consecrated bishops and priests. Luther drives the message home as he writes: A 
poor servant — girl may say, I cook the meals, I make up the beds, I dust the rooms. 
Who has bidden me do it? My Master and my Mistress have bidden me. Who has 
given them the right to command me? God has given it to them. So it is true that 
I am serving God in Heaven as well as them. How happy can I feel now! It is as if I 
were in heaven, doing my work for God.” The idea of the priesthood of all believers 
is then, much wider in scope than that of the preaching ministry. It reaches out to the 
children of God in their daily work and describes that as their ‘vocation’.

How Luther rejoiced in this doctrine! In his preaching, teaching and writing, 
he emphasized this glorious truth — every believer is a priest. On the one hand, 
Luther could say quite succinctly, “the Office of the Clergy is open to all who are 
priests - that is - to all Christians.” On the other hand, he could write a lovely work 
entitled, The Freedom of a Christian Man which was exceedingly well received. Says 
one authority: “The work restates the priesthood of all believers and the possessions 
of the Christian man through faith in such impressive terms that it made a most use-
ful manual of private devotion and as such it enjoyed considerable popularity.” For 
Luther, there was no doubt at all that “what the priest does any Christian may do, if 
commissioned by the congregation because all Christians are priests.” In fact, Luther 
was unhappy with the term ‘priest’ as applied only to the pastor. He had come to 
the conclusion “that those who presided over the sacraments or the Word among the 
people neither can or ought to be called priests ... According to the Gospel writings, 
they would be better named Ministers, Deacons, Bishops, Stewards... As Paul says in 
1 Corinthians IV: ‘we must be regarded as ministers of Christ and Stewards of the 
mysteries of God.’ He does not say ‘as priests of Christ ’, because he would know that 
the name and office of priest are the common possessions of all.”

Now, whilst every believer enjoys the right and privilege of intercession, not 
every believer is called to preach. There is, says the Reformer, “one common estate” 
(stand) but a variety of offices (amte) and functions. Yet the community of interces-
sors, a priesthood of fellow-helpers, a family of mutual sharers and burden-bearers 
- that, says Luther, is the Communio Sanctorum.

In 1520, Martin Luther published a work entitled, A Treatise on the New Testa-
ment, in which the doctrine of The Priesthood of all Believers finds admirable expres-
sion. Believing with all his heart that the doctrine was true because it was Biblical, he 
wrote: “If faith alone is the true priestly office, then all Christians are priests. Again, 
he says: The fact that we are all priests and kings means that each of us Christians 
may go before God and intercede for the other.”

Of course, this teaching was revolutionary and produced the most wonderful 
results. In fact, Hillerbrand is of the opinion that as far as “the economic and social 
dimensions of Society ‘were concerned, the Protestant Reformation was indirectly 
revolutionary’ and directly conservative.” Yet, he concedes, that “Luther’s teaching 
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that every job and every profession was ‘a vocation’ and enjoyed a spiritual blessing, 
‘was of immense significance.’”19

In practical terms, the number of people entering monasteries and convents di-
minished. “The man in the street” now thought rather differently than previously 
about what constitutes a vocation. On the other hand, the ranks of teachers, medical 
doctors, lawyers and farmers expanded. In pursuing such professions, believers now 
realized that they were serving God as much as the pastor or preacher. Together, they 
were priests unto God!

Listen now to Karl Heim as he describes the practical outcome of Luther’s teach-
ing: “The workshop became a church, a man’s native land a sanctuary; all who were 
engaged in maintaining human life became consecrated priests in this vast Church 
of God. This was Luther’s new contribution; the conception of a man’s calling in the 
work as service given to God.” 

Postscript
In this tentative proposal concerning The Five Points of Lutheranism, some emphasis 
has been placed upon the experiential Theology of the great Reformer, Martin Luther.

That, however, must be understood in the light of his absolute commitment to 
The Word of God. That Word, for him, was “foundational” and “impregnable”. It is 
on that basis, therefore, that we may hear Luther crying out that the Devil was his 
best professor and that temptation was the best school of theology. At the same time, 
even though “he was an outstanding genius”, it is encouraging to hear him say that 
the best teachers are always learners.

There was nothing coldly academic about Luther’s theology and beliefs. Lloyd-
Jones could write about “this volcanic element, this living element, this experimental 
element, this experiential element, which lies at the heart and centre of the story of 
Martin Luther and the protestant Reformation.”20 His, therefore, was a heart-felt faith!

Writing about Luther’s solution to the antinomy of the Church’s teaching, Lind-
say says it “was familiar to simple piety although unknown to the academic theology 
of the Middle Ages … for the theology of the heart is always far in advance of that of 
the Schools.” What was Luther’s motto? — PECTUS EST QUOD THEOLOGUM 
FACIT.

Finally, since a learned Jesuit was of the opinion that “the hymns of Luther killed 
more souls than his sermons”, Luther’s testimony may be heard again in his lovely 
hymn Nun Freut Euch (Now rejoice!):

In devil’s dungeon chained I lay 
The pangs of death swept o’er me. 

19  Hans J. Hildebrand, The Division of Christendom: Christianity in the Sixteenth Century (Louisville 
and London: Westminster John Knox Press, 2007), 427.

20  D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, “Luther and His Message for Today”, in Unity in Truth, ed. Hywel Rees 
Jones (Durham: Evangelical Press, 1991), 37.
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My sin devoured me night and day  
In which my mother bore me.
My anguish ever grew more rife, 
I took no pleasure in my life  
And sin had made me crazy.

Then was the Father troubled sore 
To see me ever languish. 

The Everlasting Pity swore 
To save me from my anguish. 

He turned to me his father heart  
And chose himself a bitter part, 

His Dearest did it cost him.
Thus spoke the Son, “Hold thou to me, 

From now on thou wilt make it. 
I gave my very life for thee  
And for thee I will stake it. 

For I am thine and thou art mine, 
And where I am our lives entwine, 
The Old Fiend cannot shake it.”


