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By now the frenzy of Reformation celebrations on our campuses has 
come to a close. After a five-year buildup to the 500th anniversary of 

the Reformation, which featured special events both in Ann Arbor and in 
Mequon, we have moved into the 501st year since Luther posted his Ninety-
Five Theses. The transition from this historic celebration was also marked by 
a transition within our department in Mequon. Dr. Timothy Maschke, who 
chaired our Reformation 500 Committee has, like Elijah, ascended upon his 
own fiery chariot to the glories of a well-deserved retirement. I have found 
myself the recipient of the prof’s mantel, the editorial responsibilities of this 
journal, if perhaps not yet the recipient of his editorial spirit.

As heirs of the Lutheran Reformation, indeed, of the Christian tradition 
as a whole, we stand on the shoulders of giants. The truths that we can now 
see so clearly, were not always, everywhere, and to everyone so clear. In the 
confusion and dissonance of our own age, we will gain a better ear for the 
clear voice of Scripture, the voice of our Good Shepherd, as we sit at the feet 
of others who worked under him during such duress to serve and protect the 
f lock which was entrusted to their care. 
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I n the background of my computer right now, the 2015 Grand National 
Championship motorcycle race at the Springfield Mile is playing. Bryan 

Smith and Jared Mees are dueling each other, swapping the lead every lap. 
They race at 130 miles per hour on the oval dirt track, sliding the bikes 
through the turns, inches from each other. It is endlessly exciting to watch.

You might ask, “Isn’t that race two years old? Don’t you know who wins?” 
Of course, it’s a bit old, and, yes, I know that Bryan Smith will outmuscle 
Jared Mees out of the final turn to win at the line. But I never get tired of 
watching it. And you likely don’t get tired of watching something much like 
it. You go to the Packers website and watch the 2013 victory over the Bears. 
You revisit the concert that you taped, the one in which your daughter sang 
the solo and hit the high note perfectly. We know exactly what’s going to 
happen and that’s why we watch.

Perhaps our celebration of the 500th anniversary of the Reformation has 
some of that same spirit. We know what did happen and that’s the point 
of revisiting Luther’s words and actions. First of all, we need to see the 
opponents of our hero. Bryan Smith was racing against the finest f lat track 
racers in the world with full factory support. This was a race of the best at 
their best. So also, Luther’s conf licts remind us of the size of his opponents 
and the uncertainty of the Reformation. By human efforts and understanding, 
it was no sure thing, nor was the timing a guarantee. So when we re-read a 
classic Luther biography or go through the Confessions, we meet again the 
many conf licts that the Reformers faced. It seems every possible aberration 
of Law and Gospel came to light in that century. As difficult as our 
ministries might be now, Luther’s struggles give perspective to the fullness 
of trouble that can be.

But besides accounting for the enemies, great conf licts come down to 
a single moment. On lap 25, coming out of the final corner, Bryan Smith 
is third, hopelessly behind. Yet, with a perfect corner and a full throttle 
drive down the straight, he wins. I can still see it. Perhaps we celebrate the 
Reformation to clarify that single moment. Which Luther moment stands 
out for you? Nailing the 95 Theses to the door? Saying, “Here I stand,” 
during his defiant insistence on the truth of the Gospel? Alone in the castle 
translating the Bible for the world? Any of these might be the take-away 
moment that defines the Reformation and Luther’s life. That moment may 
become the center of our preaching and teaching. It gives our listeners a 
single, firm grasp on the complex history of Luther and the breadth of the 
Reformation. 

Finally, I watch the interviews after the race. Winners all say the same 
thing. They thank everyone in the crew and all their sponsors, putting the 
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spotlight on others, not themselves. I think we can be assured that Luther 
would do the same in this anniversary. The message of the Gospel and the 
endurance of the church that bears his name are not Luther’s doing. He would 
point us to the grace of God alone and the Scripture alone that announces 
the Gospel, all received by faith alone which endures through the centuries. 
Luther might be happy to be on the podium only so that he could remind us 
of these truths that alone give our present and future church hope.

So bring up YouTube and let the Springfield Mile, 2015, play in the 
background while you finish this anniversary year by revisiting of Luther 
and his world. Let his enemies rage as they will. Despite these enemies then 
and now, Luther still has his signature moments. And during those defining 
moments, he will always point us beyond himself to God’s grace alone. 

Daniel Paavola, Ph.D., �7�K�H�R�O�R�J�\���'�H�S�D�U�W�P�H�Q�W���&�K�D�L�U
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Martin Luther on the 
Stewardship of God’s Resources:
 “A Lofty Christian Work”

Timothy Maschke

Introduction

Martin Luther, the great evangelical reformer of the sixteenth century, 
was concerned not only for the doctrine of the church, but also for the life 
of believers. Although he is not known as a “stewardship person” in the 
contemporary sense of increasing financial giving in a local congregation, 
and as professor and pastor, he never wrote a specific treatise on stewardship 
as we understand it today—the proper use of our time, talents, and treasures 
for Christ’s kingdom—throughout his lifetime he spoke confidently and 
boldly of the Christian’s opportunities to respond to God’s gracious giving.

Looking at Luther’s view of the Christian’s stewardship of God’s 
resources is particularly relevant at this time in history.1 As we conclude 
the “Luther Decade,” as the Germans designated the past ten years, this is 
certainly a time to reconsider Luther’s theological teachings for our time. 
Yet, the subject of stewardship in Luther’s writings has received scant 
scholarlyattention in the past several decades.2

1	  This paper grew out of a presentation for the Stewardship Task Force of the South Wisconsin 
District of the Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod in September 2008.
2	  Most recently Carter Lindberg offered, “Luther on a Market Economy,” in Lutheran 
Quarterly 30:4 (Winter 2016): 373-92; there he also noted several other recent studies, including 
Thomas Piketty’s Capital in the Twenty-First Century, translated by Arthur Goldhammer 
(Cambridge, MA/London: Belknap Press, 2014) and John D. Singleton’s, “‘Money is a sterile 
thing’: Martin Luther on the Immorality of Usury Reconsidered” (15 July 2010), Center for the 
History of Political Economy, Duke University, online http://hope.econ.duke.edu/node/449. 
See also, Kathryn D’Arcy Blanchard, “‘If you do not do this you are not now a Christian’: 
Martin Luther’s Pastoral Teachings on Money,” Word & World 26:3 (Summer 2006): 299-
309, Eric W. Gritsch, “Gospel and Stewardship: The Perspective of Martin Luther,” in The 
Lutheran Theological Seminary Bulletin 70:4 (Fall 1990), 32-46, gave a general presentation on 
Luther’s views of stewardship, particularly as it relates to the idea of vocation. Carter Lindberg 
established his niche in Luther scholarship in the area of Luther’s concern for helping the 
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This article is the result of examining Luther’s various comments on 
the vocation of being a Christian caretaker of God’s resources. His diverse 
thoughts on stewardship are arranged chronologically and placed into their 
historical contexts as he addresses the stewardship of God’s resources in his 
lecturing and preaching on the Christian life.3 Rather than summarize his 
words, I have tried in most cases to let Luther speak for himself. And speak, 
he did! 

During his early years, Luther often told his hearers and readers to help 
the poor, while he vociferously condemned the current practice of usury. 
Later, he worked hard to promote the establishment of a common treasury or 
community chest for the sake of the poor in various German communities. 
He saw this as a natural by-product and result of the chief doctrine of the 
Lutheran Church—justification by grace through faith because of Christ—
that is, the free gift of forgiveness, life, and salvation through faith in 
Christ. Finally, I will demonstrate that Luther recognized the place of the 
Christian’s vocation as a steward of God’s creation, particularly in family and 
community.

I.
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contributions.5 
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II.	
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find salvation.”16 People need to work for their livelihood, says Luther. But 
they are not to worry about the future, since it is in God’s hands. In other 
words, the lazy need not apply.

Luther explains that a faith-filled Christian will be fiscally generous and 
produce the benevolent works which God desires, particularly demonstrating 
the grace of giving financially to others. Noting God’s gracious generosity, 
Luther asks:

If the heart expects and puts its trust in divine favor, how can a man 
be greedy and anxious? Such a man is absolutely certain that he is 
acceptable to God; therefore, he does not cling to money; he uses his 
money cheerfully and freely for the benefit of his neighbor. He knows 
full well that he will have enough no matter how much he gives away. 
His God, whom he trusts, will neither lie to him nor forsake him17

Because God remains faithful to His promises, a Christian need not 
cling to the material things of this world. Luther boldly asserts that true and 
genuine generosity in the area of stewardship is a ref lection of true faith. 
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this was through illness, low paying jobs, or some other physical or social 
hardship. And more to Luther’s point of concern, the rich nobility often had 
become prosperous at the expense of these same poor common folk.

C.	 The Freedom of a Christian

Near the end of this momentous year of major writings, Luther addresses 
Christian stewards in a peculiarly noteworthy way. Luther dedicated The 
Freedom of a Christian with a very conciliatory letter to Pope Leo X, in 
spite of having been officially condemned on June 15 with the issuance of 
the papal bull, Exsurge Domine, censuring many of Luther’s teachings.23 
The key theme of this document on Christian freedom is the memorable and 
seemingly paradoxical propositions:

A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.
A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.24

In explicating these two profoundly practical statements, Luther explores 
the role of the Christian as a steward who is to be in service to others:

Here we see clearly that the Apostle [Paul in Philippians 2:1-4] has 
prescribed this rule for the life of Christians, namely, that we should 
devote all our works to the welfare of others, since each has such 
abundant riches in his faith that all his other works and his whole life 
are a surplus with which he can by voluntary benevolence serve and do 
good to his neighbor.25

A few paragraphs later he reiterates his two-fold thesis in this way: “Who 
then can comprehend the riches and the glory of the Christian life? It can 
do all things and has all things and lacks nothing. It is lord over sin, death, 
and hell, and yet at the same time it serves, ministers to, and benefits all 
men.”26 Thus, Luther understands and affirms that Christians have a great 
opportunity to be stewards of all that God has granted them as they serve 
others through generous financial support.

23	 ���0�D�U�N���7�U�D�Q�Y�L�N�����7�K�H���)�U�H�H�G�R�P���R�I���D���&�K�U�L�V�W�L�D�Q�����0�L�Q�Q�H�D�S�R�O�L�V�����)�R�U�W�U�H�V�V�����������������S�U�R�Y�L�G�H�V���D���¿�Q�H��
translation and introductory notes.
24	  LW 31:344; WA 7:49.22-5.
25	  LW 31:365-66; WA 7:65.5-9: Hic clare videmus, Vitam Christianorum ab Apostolo in hanc 
�U�H�J�X�O�D�P���H�V�V�H���S�R�V�L�W�D�P�����X�W���R�P�Q�L�D���R�S�H�U�D���Q�R�V�W�U�D���D�G���D�O�L�R�U�X�P���F�R�P�R�G�L�W�D�W�H�P���R�U�G�L�Q�H�Q�W�X�U�����F�X�P���S�H�U���¿�G�H�P��
�T�X�L�V�T�X�H���V�X�D�P���V�L�F���D�E�X�Q�G�D�W�����X�W���R�P�Q�L�D���D�O�L�D���R�S�H�U�D���W�R�W�D�T�X�H���Y�L�W�D���H�L���V�X�S�H�U�À�X�D�Q�W�����T�X�L�E�X�V�����S�U�R�[�L�P�R��
spontanea benevolentia serviat et benefaciat.
26	  LW 31:368; WA 7:66.29-31.
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D.	 �7�K�H���0�D�J�Q�L�¿�F�D�W

During these same turbulent months, Luther also prepared a devotional 
tract for the nephew of Elector Frederick the Wise of Saxony, John Frederick. 
Begun in December 1520 and nearly completed before he left for the Diet of 
Worms on April 2nd, Luther did not see the publication of this composition 
until he had escaped to the Wartburg. Regardless of these details, the work 
gives us some unusual insights into Luther’s understanding of Christian 
stewardship. The work is explicitly an exposition of the Magnificat, Mary’s 
song, which speaks of both the rich and the poor.27 

Luther begins by addressing the radically paradoxical nature of 
God’s work in the world, particularly in the Virgin Mary’s conception of 
God.28 Mary’s story exemplifies the amazing faith-experience of God’s 
graciousness, since God looks at the heart, which overf lows with gladness 
and joy at His presence.29 This experience, Luther reminds his readers, is 
a result of a living faith: “Such a faith has life and being, it pervades and 
changes the whole man; it constrains you to fear if you are mighty, and to 
take comfort if you are of low degree.”30

Commenting on the last section of Mary’s song in Lk 1:53, Luther recalls 
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from one’s recognition of the power and promises and prospects of the 
Gospel. Luther boldly asserts that “love ought so to f lourish here that 
it would be necessary to restrain the people from giving, as in Ex. 36:5 
ff....” 35 What a wonderful “problem” for a pastor to have—people need to be 
restrained from giving!

The next chapter of Deuteronomy (fifteen) records the sabbatical-year 
laws in which every seventh year lands and slaves were returned to their 
rightful owners. Luther writes, “The summary of this chapter is that the poor 
should not be left neglected in the land, although he also says that there will 
always be poor, in order that they may have someone to whom to give.”36 
While acknowledging the persistence of poverty, Luther also emphasizes the 
great responsibility of those who had been blessed financially. They have 
been divinely enabled to help the poor in society. Luther makes this point 
absolutely clear as he concludes, “The summary, then, of this teaching is this: 
the poor should be cared for with love.”37 Christians are certainly expected 
to be stewards of their own finances, but they are also to be generous 
benefactors in a loving response for the innumerable earthly benefits 
received from God’s gracious hand.

B.	 Common Chest at Leisnig

Luther continued to demonstrate his understanding of stewardship as a 
part of the Christian life the following year. He moves beyond the manner 
in which individual Christians use their money and deals more directly with 
stewardship in the context of the whole community. In 1523, Luther prepared 
a preface to the “Ordinance of a Common Chest” for the community of 
Leisnig.38 While this document is not unique since other cities had prepared 
similar ordinances, the Leisnig document “was drawn up on Luther’s direct 
advice, had his hearty approval, and was published by him together with a 
preface of his own.”39 

Luther began his preface with a doxological greeting, noting that their 
community’s common chest is evidentially the result of their Christian 
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Now there is no greater service of God than Christian love which 
helps and serves the needy, as Christ himself will judge and testify 
at the Last Day, Matthew 24 [:31-46]. This is why the possessions 
of the church were formerly called bona ecclesiae, that is, common 
property, a common chest, as it were, for all who were needy among the 
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D.	 On Trade and Usury

That same year in response to the rising concerns of the peasants, Luther 
added some very practical insights related to Christian stewardship in a 
noteworthy and pertinent treatise entitled, “On Trade and Usury.”44
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true what God said to Joshua, “I will not forsake you or withdraw my 
hand from you” [Jsh 1:5]…. But that takes a true Christian, and he is a 
rare animal on earth….48

Christian giving is indeed “a lofty Christian work,” since it f lows from a 
rock-solid faith in God’s generous providence and exhibits an absolute trust 
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much; but the abundance of the rich will not let him sleep,” Luther stated: 

Solomon continues to condemn riches, that is, the anxiety and effort to 
accumulate riches and to keep them. For the more a miser accumulates 
riches, the more his mind or his greed is stimulated. A miser is always 
in need and is poor in the midst of his riches…. Therefore the life of the 
miser is miserable in every way, for he has no rest either by day or by 
night…. But misers continue their labor until midnight, and they tire 
and wear out their bodies. The miser’s body is overloaded with food 



28 
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individuals are often the least happy of all people, because they are never 
satisfied. Playing on Jesus’ words about the poor always being with us, 
Luther sarcastically says that the greedy will always be here, too. On the 
other hand, if one wants to be happy, God will give us sufficient for our 
enjoyment. 

Furthermore, Luther underscores the idea that wealth will not make a 
person happy, as he comments on verse 18, “To become rich in good deeds”:
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I.	 Luther’s Catechisms

Most noteworthy, however, is Luther’s understanding of God as the Source 
of all that one has in this life. Christians are to recognize this and, therefore, 
act as God’s stewards. This idea is found already in Luther’s catechetical 
sermons and subsequently in his Small and Large Catechisms. For example, 
in his “Sermon on the First Commandment,” which he preached in early 
December 1528, just before the catechisms were published, Luther proclaims:

From this [explanation of the First Commandment] there follows the 
greatest wisdom. One who fears something else and trusts it makes of 
it a god…. You see, then, what faith is and what idolatry is. If you fear 
the prince more than God, then the prince is your god. If you trust your 
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these gifts for the benefit of others.

IV.	
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you know that you are a guest here? Go back where you belong.” That 
is the way it is here, too. The temporal goods you have, God has given 
to you for this life. He does permit you to use them and with them to 
fill the bag of worms that you wear around your neck. But you should 
not fasten or hang your heart on them as though you were going to 
live forever. You should always go on and consider another, higher and 
better treasure, which is your own and which will last forever.67
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words, a person who uses fraud to steal should be rightfully punished by 
civil authorities. He concludes, “Therefore we should not do our lending and 
giving in such a way that we f ling our gifts way into the wind and do not 
look to see who is getting them.”74 In other words, Christian stewards are not 
to be gullible givers, but rather discriminating in their use of the gifts God 
has provided. 

B.	 A Common Community Chest

Now Luther returns to his earlier encouragement for the establishment of a 
common chest for the whole community. In order to be discerning, one needs 
to realize his or her particular station in life. Luther draws upon his clear 
distinction between one’s existence as a Christian (in the sacred realm) and 
one’s life as a citizen (in the secular realm). He advises:

For this you need to employ your secular person, to be prudent in your 
contacts with other people, to recognize the poor, and to see the kind 
of people with whom you are dealing and those to whom you should or 
should not give. Then if you see that it is a genuine seeker, open your 
hand and lend it to him if he can pay you back. But if he cannot, then 
give it to him free, and call the account square. There are pious people 
who would like to work and to support themselves, with their wife and 
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gathered to gratify greed and lust, the kind the world gathers.80

Demonstrating the principal of having one’s heart set properly from his 
own personal perspective, Luther says that it is not the accumulation of 
money or possessions that is problematic, but rather such activities often 
grow out of a lack of greater attention on heavenly treasures.81 
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Every day He feeds and nourishes innumerable little birds out of His 





40 
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point out that man was created not for leisure but for work, even in the state 
of innocence. Therefore the idle sort of life, such as that of monks and nuns, 
deserves to be condemned.”94 Although work since the Fall into sin has been 
experienced as a negative activity, Luther reminds his hearers that this was 
not originally the case. Idleness, particularly as the monastic communities of 
Luther’s day practiced it, is contrary to God’s original plan. Luther adds that 
“… Adam appears to have heard the Lord charge him with the management 
of household and world affairs…”95 Thus, careful stewardship or proper 
management of God’s gifts is part of God’s original intent for His creation. 
This is important when considering the stewardship of all that Christians 
possess; it is fulfilling God’s original design for the world.

As Luther expounds on the various activities of the ancient biblical 
patriarchs in Genesis, he sees management or stewardship as something 
which the faithful patriarchs and matriarchs accepted wholeheartedly. For 
example, he comments that:

…the management [�J�X�E�H�U�Q�D�W�L�R] carried on by this patriarch [Abraham] 
was extraordinary. If you consider our times, it would be altogether 
impossible today. For it is a wonder of wonders that God supported 
him together with so large a household in a foreign land, and that 
Sarah had charge [�D�G�P�L�Q�L�V�W�U�D�Y�L�W] of all this. Accordingly, Abraham’s 
administration or management [�S�R�O�L�W�L�D���V�L�Y�H���R�H�F�R�Q�R�P�L�D] of his 
household is no less remarkable than his church was. He is a stranger 
and sojourner together with all his household. But he undoubtedly 
encouraged and sustained himself with the promise.96

Stewardship of God’s resources is a lifelong activity which, Luther 
recognized, is sustainable only with the assurance of God’s presence and 
help.

At the death of Sarah, who Luther notes had been Abraham’s co-steward 
of all that God had provided, Luther records that Abraham sought out the 
necessary help of his servant, Eleazar as a replacement for Sarah’s excellent 
stewardship during her lifetime. He shows that Eleazar recognizes the 
successful stewardship of God’s possessions which Abraham had conducted: 

The servant puts primary emphasis on the fact that Abraham owes all 
the great wealth he has in such abundance to the blessing of God, for he 
regards all this in faith. The gifts themselves, of course, he considers of 
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you do not have an ordinary guest; you have an ambassador of God.”97
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•	 Christians are to manage their money wisely for their family and 
community. 

As we celebrate the 500th Anniversary of the Reformation, the idea of 
being God’s good stewards of His gifts is a beneficial contribution we can 
make in the world as a ref lection of Luther’s legacy.

Timothy Maschke���L�V���3�U�R�I�H�V�V�R�U���(�P�H�U�L�W�X�V���R�I���7�K�H�R�O�Vy.
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Introduction

Those who undertake the work of a Christian missionary face great 
challenges regardless of where they are sent, and Japan is no exception to this 
reality. The prospective missionary must learn a challenging new language, 
fraught with lexical oddities and a dizzying array of characters. He must 
learn a new set of social graces that are likely quite different from his own, 
made more urgent by the fact that the people he intends to serve will be quite 
sensitive to matters of etiquette.

Moreover, he must contend with the challenges of preaching God’s word 
in a culture that has matured quite independently from Christian ideas. 
Monotheism is a challenge to the polytheistic religion of Shinto. The bliss 
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Second, one must consider the secular values that guide their society. 
These two streams of thought merge to form one holistic outlook on sin and 
forgiveness.

Religious Influences

Of Japan’s 127 million residents, roughly 80% identify themselves as 
adherents to Shinto, with 67% claiming Buddhism.1 The reason for the 
overlapping percentages is that many Japanese claim to practice both 
religions in tandem. These two religions form the pillars of Japanese 
religious thought, with a healthy dose of Confucianism included to hold the 
entire system together and fill in the ideological gaps of the other two. This 
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Nature). �'�D�L�V�K�L�]�H�Q includes not only nature in the form of trees, rocks, and 
other such items, but includes metaphysical forces, the �N�D�P�L, and mankind 
itself.6 Mankind is posited as the children of the �N�D�P�L, and thus shares the 
same 
�
Q  �V�K�L�Q�V�H�L (divine nature) as their progenitors.7 Likewise, if the 
�N�D�P�L indwell �'�D�L�V�K�L�]�H�Q, �'�D�L�V�K�L�]�H�Q must share that nature as well. Assuming 
the goodness of the �N�D�P�L, Shinto works out from this axiom to deduce the 
goodness of mankind and the whole creation. 

However, Shinto allows for the existence of various �Q �W�V�X�P�L, deeds which 
are contrary to this natural goodness. These �W�V�X�P�L produce �%�•  �N�H�J�D�U�H 
(impurity) which, if cleared away, allows man to shine with his innate 
goodness and promote personal and communal f lourishing.8 Analysis of 
�N�H�J�D�U�H and its purification provides the bedrock for Shinto hamartiology.

Kegare

�.�H�J�D�U�H is the chief fear of the Shinto practitioner. This state is brought 
about by various deeds—some moral and others purely physical—and causes 
the worshipper to be unable to beseech the �N�D�P�L for their blessings. As such, 
the chief goal of one tainted by �N�H�J�D�U�H is to purify himself of it.

As Ritual Impurity

The ancient documents of Shinto practice and mythos describe impurity 
almost entirely in physical terms. The majority of actions which cause 
defilement are related to contact with unclean objects such as blood, feces, 
corpses, or grotesque medical deformities (e.g., warts, leprosy, albinism, 
etc.).9 Less obviously physical contaminants, such as incest or destruction of 
another’s domestic animals, also exist. The shared characteristic of all these 
varieties of �N�H�J�D�U�H is that they involve physical defilement of some manner. 
Kato goes so far as to claim that this form of �N�H�J�D�U�H��is purely physical, 
without any consideration of the metaphysical.10

This ancient �N�H�J�D�U�H affects even the �N�D�P�L, as evidenced when the creator 
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performs a number of gestures and chants supposed to expel impurity. 
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�%�R�G�K�L�V�D�W�W�Y�D, exalted figures developed in later forms of Buddhism that were 
said to be beings who had already attained �Q�L�U�Y�D�Q�D, but had remained within 
�6�D�è�V�—�U�D to aid in the salvation of others.27 Among these was 	Ü�T  j�Àdo 
(Pure Land) Buddhism, which stressed that essential qualities of attaining 
�Q�L�U�Y�D�Q�D—sincerity, faith, and aspiration—were not qualities that man 
�S�R�V�V�H�V�V�H�G���Q�D�W�X�U�D�O�O�\�����E�X�W���K�D�G���W�R���E�H���J�L�Y�H�Q���E�\���$�P�L�G�D�����$�P�L�W�—�E�K�D����28 In this form 
of Buddhism, there was less focus on introspection and a greater emphasis 
on ���—  �W�D�U�L�N�L (other strength), the grace of Amida. Part of receiving Amida’s 
grace was calling out to him, which is regarded as the sum of repentance in 
that one is admitting need and weakness in calling out to him.29

Confucianism

Confucianism is based on the works of Chinese philosopher K�Âng Qi�Ì 
(Confucius), who lived in the sixth and fifth centuries BC.30 Although 
steeped in the religious traditions of ancient China, much of Confucius’ 
teachings are not overtly religious. Instead, much of his writings deal with 
harmonious living and societal good. Japan would later appropriate these 
ideas and utilize them in forming a governmental hierarchy imitating that of 
China in prince Sh�Àtoku’s �6�H�Y�H�Q�W�H�H�Q���$�U�W�L�F�O�H���&�R�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q.31

The main goal of a follower of Confucius is to become a ���   j �Ì�Q�]�±. A 
j�Ì�Q�]�± was a man of exemplary character who outclassed both his peers and 
his former self.32 Becoming this exemplary man involved a cognizance of 
the attributes of a j�Ì�Q�]�±, and a concerted effort to live in conformity to those 
attributes.33

Because Confucianism is focused on self-improvement, there is little in 
the way of hamartiology. A man improves himself through a constant process 
of right thoughts and actions. Failure to do so results in shame and upsets 
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was evil, and that man did good deeds only by virtue of conscious exertion.34 
However, both held that humans were able to achieve the status of j �Ì�Q�]�±, 
provided they had the determination.

Secular Influences

As important as the religious factors may be, it is just as important that 
one consider the secular ideas that have inf luenced the Japanese. Although 
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expected of him and performs meritorious work above and beyond his 
calling, he incurs honor to his name. Being honored was highly sought after 
in antiquity, since it allowed one to have the best possible status within 
the otherwise rigid caste system of pre-modern Japan. The subsequent 
abolishment of the caste system took away some of the impetus to gain glory, 
but the Confucian emphasis on personal development kept the striving for 
individual distinction alive.

 Bushido and the Samurai Class

The Samurai were a class of retainers in Japan’s feudal era—the highest 
one could be without being part of the government.37 The important writings 
detailing Samurai etiquette were written in a period of peace following 
Japan’s Age of Warring States from AD 1467–1568. During this time, it 
became increasingly necessary to control a warrior class that had no wars 
to fight. However, basic tenets such as the desire to preserve one’s �Ê���Q�D 
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death of the one who is shamed. The individual remained responsible for 
his own atonement, however, and they were admonished to handle their own 
affairs quickly rather than protract the experience and hope for something 
else to take the shame away.43

The Samurai would remain an important figure in the Japanese mind 
for many years. Although the caste was formally dissolved in the Meiji era 
(AD 1868–1912), the image of the Samurai would remain an idealized form 
of virtue and manliness to be utilized in later years, particularly during the 
WWII era. Far from dead, the values of the Samurai remain a steadfast force 
in the minds of modern Japanese.

 Modern

The beginning of modern Japan can be loosely tied with the Meiji era 
and the subsequent push for Westernization and imperialism. Two important 
developments can be seen. First is the ascendancy of the idea of�����H
��“  
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The State of Man

Perhaps the most glaring difference between the Christian faith and 
the Japanese religious traditions is their respective views on man and his 
capacity to affect his own salvation. Japan’s traditions have been unified in 
the belief that man is able to save himself, regardless of whether his nature 
is essentially good or not. Contradicting this, the Christian faith asserts that 
man is corrupted by sin, and his post-Fall nature inclines toward evil (Gen 
6:5; Ps 14:3). 

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus teaches that to fulfill the law requires 
perfection (Matt 5:48). This statement is reinforced by James, who testifies 
that a single infraction against the law is tantamount to breaking the whole 
thing (Jas 2:10). Thus man finds himself caught in a predicament: he is 
required to keep the law perfectly if he would justify himself, but is unable 
to do so. Contrary to what Japanese religious thought has maintained, the law 
exists not as a guide to self-improvement or purification, but to convict all 
men of sin so that they are silent before God (Rom 3:19–20).

This teaching creates tension in witnessing to East Asian cultures, where 
the religious traditions have created an optimistic outlook on human ability.46 
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a daring venture that is unsuccessful.48 An example of this kind of shame is 
shown in Isaiah’s prophecy warning Judah not to seek protection from the 
Egyptians, for Yahweh would turn Egypt’s protection into Judah’s shame (Isa 
30:1–3). The converse is shown in the psalmist’s plea to Yahweh that his faith 
in him not be met with shame (Ps 31:1).

The New Testament continues the previously established pattern, with the 
incarnate Christ taking a role of prominence ascribed to Yahweh in the OT. 
This is demonstrated in Peter’s quotation of the Septuagint version of Isaiah, 
in which he posits Christ as the cornerstone spoken of therein (1 Pet 2:6–7). 
Here Christ is the focus of one’s trust, and those who have placed their trust 
in him have not done so to their shame. Peter uses this motif again when 
he exhorts believers to honor Christ as holy in their hearts, saying that the 
ridicule of the unbelievers will be to their shame and not the believer’s (1 Pet 
3:15–16).

Additionally, it is important to note that the Bible’s use of shame does not 
entail a neglect of guilt. The presence of guilt in the minds of the biblical 
authors is seen in several of the confessions of sin throughout the Bible. For 
example, David petitions God to forgive his bloodguilt following his adultery 
with Bathsheba and arranging the death of Uriah (Ps 51:14). The combination 
of guilt and shame in the biblical writings connects the more passive 
experience of shame with the active culpability of the sinner.

Interestingly, the relationship between God and the sinner shows 
similarities to the feudal system of the Samurai. When a Samurai failed to 
follow proper decorum, he incurred shame and experienced guilt for his 
failure to properly honor his �G�D�L�P�\�À. Similarly, the Bible posits God as king 
over all creation. Thus, when one of his subjects fails to meet the standards 
that God has set forth, the subject is shamed before his peers and is now 
obligated to make restitution to his liege. The similarity ends—as will be 
shown later—when considering how, and by whom, restitution must be made.

 Purity and Impurity

When speaking of purity in the Bible, the distinction between ritual and 
moral purity found in Shinto is also observed. Matters of ritual purity are 
detailed extensively in the Book of Leviticus, with much attention given 
to ceremonial washings and purification rituals. These rites served a dual 
purpose: they proscribed rules for the levitical priesthood to maintain the 
cleanliness and sanctity of the Tabernacle and the various holy instruments, 
as well as to remind the Israelites of their status as people set apart for 
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to this, biblical forgiveness, in all its forms of expression, is centered on the 
person and work of Jesus Christ, with man saved by grace through faith in 
him (Eph 2:8–9).

���5�H�P�R�Y�D�O���R�I���*�X�L�O�W

The first form of forgiveness revolves around the removal of guilt. Paul 
teaches that the cost of sin is death (Rom 6:23), and the Book of Hebrews 
further emphasizes that sins are not forgiven if blood is not shed (Heb 9:22). 
The necessity of shedding blood is shown in the OT sacrificial system, which 
prefigures Christ’s sacrifice on the cross.51

Christ’s work in removing guilt from the sinner is described as a vicarious 
death. Yahweh is said to have laid the iniquities of the world upon Jesus, even 
though he had committed no sin for which his own death was required (Isa 
53:4–6; 2 Cor 5:21). Thus the penalty laid upon the sinner is satisfied, and by 
faith in Christ the sinner is presented as just before God.

The largest departure from the Japanese system is the place of Christ 
as mediator between the Father and man. The aforementioned religious 
traditions do not place any particular deity in such a position as judge of 
man’s sin. Instead, punishment for misdeeds is relegated to an impersonal 
force or the natural bad outcomes expected from poor decision making. The 
secular tradition more readily understands the obligation an individual owes 
his superior when he has done wrong, but struggles to understand how a third 
party can make restitution for someone else’s faults.

 Restoration of Honor

If shame is a result of sin in the minds of the biblical writers, then 
restoration of honor is its counterpart. The language of receiving honor or 
exaltation when God delivers his people from physical and spiritual threats 
occurs many times throughout the biblical narrative. One such example is 
seen in David’s song of praise after being saved from the hand of Saul, where 
he likens his deliverance from his enemies to being exalted above them on 
account of God’s vindication (2 Sam 22:49).
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This biblical motif is met with equal parts of understanding and 
confusion. On the one hand, the Japanese understand the importance of 
personal honor and avoiding shame. Additionally, their understanding of 
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and his intrinsic holiness. By faith the Christian receives Christ’s purity 
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Contextualizing Sin

Contextualization involves expressing biblical ideas in a way that 
members of a particular culture will resonate with. The difficulty in this 
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explored. This esteem for Jesus, combined with the naturally inculcated 
Japanese proclivity for introspection can lead to a personal questioning of 
sin in their own lives. Furthermore, integration into the Christian community 
puts the missionary into a peer status that allows tactful criticism without 
the attending loss of face. Sadly, Western Christians have been noted to act 
with an all-or-nothing mentality concerning the atonement, where difficulty 
understanding the nature of atonement is taken as a proof of heresy or a sign 
of inchoate faith.58 However, it is vital that the missionary carefully examine 
the convert to see if his difficulty with sin is a result of cultural unfamiliarity 
or conscientious rejection. In the former case, the missionary ought to 
approach him as a brother in Christ, and offer gentle correction. In the latter, 
the convert has willfully rejected a chief article of the Christian faith, and the 
missionary should approach him as he would any other heretic.

When preaching on sin and forgiveness, the purity motif proves to be 
the most readily understandable. Regardless of an individual’s piety, he is 
accustomed to the desire for purity and acceptability; religious ideas are 
not necessary for him to understand that unclean and unsuitable items are 
rejected by their owners if they are not cleaned. Cleanliness of home and 
body are cherished virtues in Japan, as evidenced by the presence of �p
�� ���J�H�Q�N�D�Q, vestibules in traditional Japanese homes where one removes his 
shoes before entering the house so as not to introduce contamination from 
the outside world. Modern architecture has seen continued use of the �J�H�Q�N�D�Q, 
showing that the desire for cleanliness is still well appreciated. However, 
one’s state of purity or impurity tends to be thought of in passive terms—
why one is unclean is secondary to how one becomes clean. Therefore, it is 
incumbent upon the missionary to stress that impurity is the result of sinful 
actions, and not something that one merely accumulates passively, lest that 
be used to downplay the effects of sin.

Preaching shame is more difficult because it involves less direct 
statements about one’s own state, but relies on an external identification of 
shameful activity being internalized by the hearer. An example of this type 
of preaching is found in Jesus’ Beatitudes (Matt 5:2–11). Jesus catalogues 
the various types of spiritually downtrodden, noting that they are �Ë�.�É�¾�Ï�È�Î�È 
(blessed ones). Hanson proposes that these “makarisms” ought to be 
understood in light of the prevailing societal focus on honor and shame, so 
that Jesus’ pronouncements are read as descriptions of honorable conduct and 
status.59 In pronouncing what is honorable, the Holy Spirit works in the heart 

58	  Herbert Hoefer, “Gospel Proclamation of the Ascended Lord,” �0�L�V�V�L�R�O�R�J�\ 33, no. 4 (October 
2005), 437.
59	  K. C. Hanson, “How Honorable! How Shameful! A Cultural Analysis of Matthew’s 
Makarisms and Reproaches,” �6�H�P�H�L�D 68 (1994): 99–103.
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of the hearer to bring them to the knowledge of their own sin and inability to 
meet this definition of honor, and their subsequent shame.

Building on Strengths

Fortunately, the Western missionary is already equipped to handle 
much of the trouble in preaching to the Japanese. In the first place, the 
rise of modernism and secular materialism has cleared away much of the 
religious objections of former times, leaving the missionary preaching to 
a theologically apathetic society much like his own. Likewise, the shared 
condition of man means that the gospel is fully relevant to all people groups, 
in spite of cultural divisions (Rom 3:23–24).

The Western missionary has already been well-trained in guilt-oriented 
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the Roman Catholic institution and leaders would not take Luther lightly. 
They demanded that he recant for years until he was excommunicated as a 
heretic in January of 1521. Later that year, Luther was also put under the ban 
of the emperor and became an outlaw of the Holy Roman Empire. I would 
like to say that from there it’s history, but that’s not quite true. Much of the 
development of the Lutheran confession of faith is still to come after 1521, 
but the sides had begun to be drawn. The division of the church had started, 
prompted by ninety-five theses posted by a small town, Augustinian monk on 
the castle church door in Wittenberg on October 31, 1517.

We celebrate the five hundredth anniversary of the Reformation in 
memory of these events, but why should they matter to us today? Why should 
we care about Luther and his Ninety-Five Theses in 2017? It seems to me that 
we often take the event of Luther’s posting of the Ninety-Five Theses to be 
the most important thing rather than the message of Luther. In other words, I 
think we celebrate Luther’s heroic action of nailing those theses on the door, 
but we hardly know what he said. To understand Luther’s significance, we 
must go further than that. In fact, Luther is irrelevant to us if all that matters 
is the fact of his posting the theses. Luther the hero might be interesting, but 
he has no lasting significance. Other heroes quickly take his place to show 
us freedom or independence. Instead, Luther matters today only because 
his message matters. His message reverberates in our day and time because 
his message is the eternal Gospel of Jesus Christ. Luther proclaims to us 
that Christianity is not about independence, happiness, morality, politics, or 
ethics. Instead, Christianity is about the glorious treasure of the Gospel, the 
good news of Jesus Christ, by which God alone acts to declare us right with 
him, purely by his promise and not by our performance.

This message of the Gospel is what we must come to see in the Ninety-
Five Theses for the Gospel is Luther’s enduring legacy. This paper intends 
to aid the reader in approaching the disputation on indulgences in particular 
and Luther’s early theology in general by addressing the theological and 
ecclesial context in which Luther writes, and to see the good news of the 
Gospel that Luther proclaims in the theses. One of the challenges of reading 
this disputation is that the theses are quite typical for medieval Roman 
Catholic theology. In his 1545 preface to his Latin writings, Luther even 
warned the readers, “I beg the sincere reader, and I beg for the sake of our 
Lord Jesus Christ himself, to read those things judiciously, yes, with great 
commiseration. Be mindful of the fact that I was once a monk and a most 
enthusiastic papist when I began that cause.”3 At the same time that the 

3	  Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, American Edition, 55 vols., ed. J. Pelikan and H. Lehmann 
(St. Louis and Philadelphia: Concordia and Fortress, 1955ff.), 34:328. Hereafter, all volumes of 
Luther’s Works are cited as LW.
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Although Luther’s family had begun to move up the social ladder, it was 
still unusual for them to send one of their children to the University. One 
of Luther’s teachers, however, noticed Luther’s intellect and eloquence, 
and he recommended that Luther study at the University.6 The expense for 
University studies would be great, but it also opened up opportunities for 
Luther through which he would be able to support his family. Knowing the 
value of these opportunities, Hans and Margarete sent their son Martin to the 
University of Erfurt in 1501 to begin his studies. Luther was only seventeen 
years old.

Luther’s keen intellect shined at the University of Erfurt, and the 
investment of his parents into his education must have seemed like they 
were digging a new gold mine. In the minimum amount of time of three 
semesters, Luther received his first University degree, the Bachelor of 
Arts. Luther continued with his education, passing his examination for his 
second degree, the Masters of Arts, also in the minimum amount of time. 
In January of 1505, Luther had already received his master’s degree at the 
young age of twenty-one years. Here is where the Reformer’s story begins 
to get interesting. Luther’s parents had spent a lot of money and energy on 
their son’s education, and Luther’s father expected him to become a lawyer. 
In fact, Luther’s father Hans was so excited about Luther’s future as a lawyer 
that he bought Luther a copy of the most important text for lawyers of that 
day, Corpus Juris Civilis, The Body of Civil Law. This was no small gift.7 
If we think that textbooks are expensive today, in the early sixteenth century 
when mass printing was still in its infancy and literacy was low, the cost of 
books was considerably higher. Luther’s parents must have felt quite secure 
in their son’s future.

1505, however, was a year of change for Luther. Within six months of 
becoming Master Luther, the future reformer altered his course from a 
career in law to a life in the monastery. The circumstances surrounding the 
change illustrate important aspects of the context into which Luther wrote 
the Ninety-Five Theses. According to the later recollections of Luther’s 
friend and colleague Philip Melanchthon, Luther first experienced true 
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he probably had more fear than love.12 Instead, Luther prayed to a saint, one 
to whom he could relate and have confidence that she would hear him. In the 
piety and basic religious practices of common Christians in the late Middle 
Ages, one’s relationship to God, including to Christ himself, was being 
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it possible for them to know what is good and to do it.14 With this power, 
one is more than capable of choosing good works and receiving the rewards 
that God grants for them. Those who do well are eventually rewarded with 
righteousness, earning enough merit to be right in God’s sight. As one works 
toward righteousness, the sacraments of the church were indispensable 
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baptism? Lifelong penance was the answer.

To be clear, the fact that penance played an important part in the Christian 
life for Roman Catholics was not Luther’s problem—Luther himself went 
on to emphasize confession of sins and receiving God’s forgiveness as a 
daily practice for all Christians. The problem, instead, was the specific 
character of penance in late medieval Roman Catholic theology. As I 
mentioned, penance was divided into three parts, all of which focused on 
human performance: contrition, confession, and satisfactions. As Luther 
later described the practice of penance in the Smalcald Articles—as he 
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basilica in Rome. Hence, Luther repeated a common question among lay 
people in 1517 in thesis eighty-six of the Ninety-Five Theses: “Why does 
not the pope, whose wealth is today greater than the wealth of the richest 
Crassus, build this one basilica of St. Peter with his own money rather than 
with the money of poor believers?”21 The pope may have been rich, but his 
wealth had limits. Indulgences seemed to offer an infinite supply of wealth. 	
In fact, the more convincing the preacher, the more money he brought in, and 
Tetzel’s “emotive preaching” warned against the suffering of loved ones in 
purgatory and added all sorts of great promises to indulgences.22 According 
to Luther, Tetzel claimed that one didn’t even need to be sorry for sin or 
repent of sin as long as one acquired an indulgence. An indulgence took 
away the penalties for sin regardless of whether a person was contrite, Tetzel 
said. On top of that, Tetzel claimed that even if one seduced the holy Virgin 
Mary herself, he could be forgiven, as long as he put enough money in the 
box. Again, Tetzel said that the indulgences gave him more power than even 
Saint Peter had.23 These big claims from Tetzel undoubtedly helped him sell 
indulgences, but they also led God’s people away from Jesus and the Gospel. 
Even if theologians knew that indulgences were not buying salvation, Tetzel’s 
claims make it sound like a person was literally purchasing salvation. Many 
people thought that with a little bit of money, God would forgive their sins 
without any need to be changed or transformed by God’s Word. 

Indulgences, then, filled the coffers, but they were not Christian. Luther’s 
pastoral heart bristled as people were led astray by Tetzel into thinking of 
themselves as buying forgiveness for their sins. Luther knew that forgiveness 
does not come through silver or gold but through the blood of Jesus Christ 
and the promise of God given to us freely through him. Indulgences led 
people to look to their own works, their own purchases, rather than what 
God has done for them in Jesus Christ. The Gospel is not a human work, like 
indulgences, but a divine work in which the Son of God gave up his own life 
for the sake of sinful human creatures to forgive them and grant them life. 
Fed up with preachers like Tetzel and seeing problems with indulgences in 
general, Luther penned the Ninety-Five Theses which, to his surprise, began 
a Reformation.

The Ninety-Five Theses

As we have seen, the theology of Gabriel Biel and the sacrament of 
penance both focused attention on human merit, the good works of human 
performance, especially the religious deeds of nuns and monks. Indulgences 
21	  LW 31:33.
22	  Charlotte Methuen, “Luther’s Life,” in The Oxford Handbook of Martin Luther’s Theology, 
ed. Robert Kolb, Irene Dingel, and L’ubomír Batka (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 10.
23	  LW 41:232.
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were a part of that framework, offering forgiveness from those religious 
works required to satisfy the temporal punishments of sin. In the Ninety-
Five Theses, Luther took aim primarily at the abuses of indulgences—that’s 
certainly what he thought he was criticizing—but in so doing he also offered 
a different way of doing theology, suggesting another way of thinking about 
repentance, good works, and the treasure of salvation itself. Luther offered a 
theological framework for this not-yet-defined practice of indulgences. The 
disputation itself was an attempt to begin a rigorous theological conversation 
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encouraging and delighting in such suffering, indulgences claimed to remove 
the punishments from sin. Indulgences, then, removed not only punishments 
from the Christian life but also God’s intended work in his people. According 
to Luther, indulgences did not follow this cruciform shape of the Gospel, 
conforming the church, instead, to the way of the world. As Luther contended 
in thesis forty, “A Christian who is truly contrite seeks and loves to pay 
penalties for his sins; the bounty of indulgences, however, relaxes penalties 
and causes men to hate them—at least it furnishes occasion for hating 
them.”37 Indulgences refused the way of the cross while Christians should 
be willing to accept suffering as part of the way the crucified Christ works in 
the lives of his people.

As Luther saw it, indulgences were problematic because they claimed to 
take away the proper punishments for sin that God wanted to give his people. 
In addition to this, indulgences led away from true repentance by increasing 
vice and discouraging contrition. In the first half of thesis twenty-eight, 
Luther wrote, “It is certain that when money clinks in the money chest, greed 
and avarice can be increased…”38 Because indulgences were bought and 
sold, they only increased greed. They did not do what they were intended 
to do, bringing comfort and release from church penalties.39 Instead, they 
caused hatred of God’s punishments toward his people and encouraged a 
desire for lucre. Always the pastor, Luther also saw a danger to souls in papal 
indulgences: “Those who believe that they can be certain of their salvation 
because they have indulgences letters will be eternally damned, together 
with their teachers.”40 Indulgence letters gave Christians a false certainty 
that pointed away from Jesus Christ and his death and resurrection for their 
salvation. Only Jesus and his promise of forgiveness can bring salvation, 
nothing else. This was exactly the biggest problem with indulgences, Luther 



CONCORDIA THEOLOGICAL JOURNAL  81

“Believe in Christ, trust in him and repent, take up your cross, follow Christ, 
mortify your f lesh, learn not to be afraid of punishments and death.”41

Throughout the theses, Luther centered salvation in Jesus Christ in whom 
all Christians have forgiveness simply by faith in his blood and not by 
gold or silver or any indulgence letter. As we have seen, Luther described 
the Christian life as one of continual death to sin in repentance and life in 
Christ by faith, not running away from God’s punishments but learning to 
accept and even love them as the way God is transforming us. Although 
Luther’s understanding of the Christian life would mature to become even 
more Christ-centered and less self-centered—particularly with regard to 
contrition—we can see already his central focus on God’s actions rather than 
human performance. The Christian life is a dying to sin and a rising again 
with Christ; this remains an important message for the church today.

A second argument that Luther made against indulgences concerned 
the character of good works. The heart of his point was thesis forty-two, 
“Christians are to be taught that the pope does not intend that the buying of 
indulgences should in any way be compared with works of mercy.”42 Luther 
explained, “A command of God has infinitely more value than that which is 
permitted to exist by man’s word and is in no way commanded by God.”43 
In other words, Luther saw in Scripture specific commands for showing 
mercy to the needy and loving one’s neighbors whereas neither indulgences 
nor religious works like pilgrimages had a divine command or foundation. 
Furthermore, Luther observed that indulgences were inherently self-
centered.44 A person bought an indulgence because she wanted the benefit 
for herself. Even if the indulgence were to pay for a great and important task 
of the church, it would still be inherently selfish. In fact, it would be better 
to pay for the same thing—including St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome—without 
buying an indulgence because then a person would be only giving and not 
receiving. For Luther, then, truly good works did not intend to benefit the 
person who did them; truly good works benefited others who needed help. 
In this way, Luther was beginning to switch the direction of good works. 
Works were not for God or for the self but for others. In medieval Roman 
Catholic theology, good works benefited the one who did them and brought 
them closer to God by earning merit in his sight. Luther developed this point 
further in his later articulation of the two kinds of righteousness.45 The 

41	  LW 31:180.
42	  LW 31:29.
43	  LW 31:200.
44	  See LW 31:200–1.
45	  For Luther’s mature doctrine of the two kinds of righteousness, see Luther’s own 
introduction to his magisterial Galatians commentary, LW 26:4–12. See also Kolb, Luther, 
64–68.
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as such. This remains true for us today. Nothing may usurp the place of the 
Gospel within the Christian church. No music, no finances, no building, and 
no attempt at relevance may detract from the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Jesus 
and him crucified is why Christians gather together; it’s what we believe, 
namely, that Jesus was crucified for our sins and raised for our justification; 
and Christ is our reason for hope now and in the life of the age to come. 
Luther’s understanding of the Gospel remains essential for the Christian 
church. Nothing must ever take the place of Jesus and his Gospel, or even 
detract from Jesus, because we have salvation only in Christ and nowhere 
else.

In order to raise up Christ and the Gospel above all other treasures, 
Luther wrote in thesis sixty, “Without want of consideration we say that the 
keys of the church, given by the merits of Christ, are that treasure.”52 In 
the medieval Roman church, the treasure of the church not only included 
the merits of Christ but also the merits of the saints. In fact, the doctrine 
of indulgences was based upon the doctrine of a “treasury of merits.” The 
treasury of merits was the idea that Christ had done so many good works 
that he filled the church’s treasury with his infinite merits. In addition, all 
the extra good works—works of supererogation—that the saints did not 
need for themselves were also added to the church’s treasury of merits. With 
all of these extra merits from Christ and the saints built up in the treasury, 
the church paid out these merits in indulgences, paying the temporal 
punishments for sins. Hence, for the medieval church, it was not only the 
merits of Christ but also the extra merits of the saints that were handed out. 
In this way, the saints were placed on the same plane as Christ. Jesus gave 
infinitely more merits into the treasury than the saints did, but the difference 
was only in degree and not in kind. As Luther’s colleague and fellow 
reformer Philip Melanchthon later explained in the Apology to the Augsburg 
Confession, the saints were turned into “propitiators, that is, mediators of 
redemption.”53 Hence, Luther went to great length in his explanation to the 
Ninety-Five Theses to argue against the idea that the saints earned more 
merit than they needed for themselves, based on the text from Luke, “when 
you have done all that is commanded, say ‘We are unworthy servants.’”54 
For Luther, the point was to focus on Jesus rather than human performance. 
Jesus is the only perfect one, the only Savior and propitiator, and only his 
merit counts for anything. Even the best of human works are always “filthy 
rags” (Is 64:6). Thus, Luther emphasized the Gospel of Jesus Christ in the 
Ninety-Five Theses and throughout his writings because only by hearing the 
Gospel and receiving the promise of forgiveness in Jesus, does God break 
52	  LW 31:31.
53	  Kolb and Wengert, eds., Book of Concord, 239.
54	  LW 31:212–16. The quote is from Luke 17:10.
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through sinful ears and wretched hearts to create faith. Human works cannot 
cause saving faith. Only the Gospel does this through hearing the word of 
Christ. For this reason, Luther exclaimed, “The true treasure of the church is 
the most holy gospel of the glory and grace of God.”55 The Gospel of Jesus 
Christ, the true treasure, offers a promise of the forgiveness of sins to the 
ungodly, based not on human performance but on Christ’s own merit. No 
one can do anything to earn this promise; we don’t have to do a lot by living 
like a monk or do a little by buying an indulgence. The promise of Christ is 
the opposite of human performance. We don’t do God’s promise; we suffer 
it, receiving what Christ has already done and spoken to us. Jesus simply 
declares the word, “I forgive your sins. I baptize you,” and it is done. Our 
sins are forgiven just like that because Jesus promised.56 Nothing is more 
significant for the church than this promise and treasure of the Gospel.

Conclusion

 In 1517 Luther saw how indulgences detracted from Christ Jesus and his 
Gospel in multiple ways. They detracted from the suffering and repentance 
that Christians undergo when they experience God’s Word. They detracted 
from God’s word of command and his call to love the neighbor in works of 
mercy. They detracted from the Gospel itself by replacing the proclamation 
of the forgiveness of sins through Christ alone with a sham piece of paper. 
Luther’s criticisms of indulgences found a wide audience, and his work 
became the beginning of the Reformation that we know today. Yet, Luther is 
not most important because of his place in history. Luther is most important 
for the message that he brings. Luther’s message in the Ninety-Five Theses 
about repentance and the good news of the Gospel remains a relevant one for 
the church today. Luther points us to the biblical truth that we still need to 
hear. We Christians often shy away from repentance and the challenge that 
God’s Word brings to us. We want the Word to confirm our lives and make 
us feel good about our choices, but Luther reminds us that the Christian life 
is marked by suffering, especially suffering God’s Word, being transformed 
not by human action but as we hear the Word.57 Thus, we must learn to read 
the Bible against ourselves, being willing to hear the Word as it calls us to 

55	  LW 31:31, thesis sixty-two.
56	 ���/�X�W�K�H�U���¿�U�V�W���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�V���W�K�H���F�H�Q�W�U�D�O�L�W�\���R�I���S�U�R�P�L�V�H���D�V���D���F�D�W�H�J�R�U�\���L�Q���K�L�V�������������W�U�H�D�W�L�V�H���³�2�Q���W�K�H��
Babylonian Captivity of the Church” (LW 36:11–126). Although I recognize that promise is not 
yet an important category for Luther in 1517, he already recognizes the gifts and commands 
�&�K�U�L�V�W���J�L�Y�H�V���L�Q���W�K�H���N�H�\�V���D�V���F�H�Q�W�U�D�O���W�R���W�K�H���*�R�V�S�H�O�����7�K�H���D�X�W�K�R�U�L�W�\���R�I���&�K�U�L�V�W���D�V���*�R�G���L�Q���W�K�H���À�H�V�K��
and his trustworthiness as the one who merits our salvation by his death are already key. His 
understanding of promise will come as Luther looks more deeply into the sacraments and the 
character of the Gospel.
57	  See Bayer, Martin Luther’s Theology, 29–43.
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repent.58 We shouldn’t try to escape this. Instead, we must suffer and die 
to our sinful f lesh so that we rise again in faith to new life in Christ and his 
forgiveness. This is the daily drowning and dying to sin that Luther confesses 
in his catechisms.

In addition, Luther’s doctrine of good works remains important for 
the church. We often want to do some big thing for God, but God calls us 
to our spheres of responsibility where we already have relationships and 
obligations. In these spheres, God has given us commands to shape our lives 
and calls us to do good works for our neighbors. We don’t do good works for 
God nor for ourselves; instead, God calls us to do good for our neighbors. 
Our good works are for their benefit, not our own. 

Third, the Gospel must measure everything.59 Without the Gospel of 
Jesus Christ, there are no Christians, and there is no church. Thus, any 
doctrine or practice that usurps the Gospel must be reformed or eliminated. 
Only in the message of Christ’s death and resurrection do sinners receive 
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O LORD, you know; remember me and visit me, and take vengeance for 
me on my persecutors. In your forbearance take me not away; know that for 
your sake I bear reproach. Your words were found, and I ate them, and your 
words became to me a joy and the delight of my heart, for I am called by 
your name, O LORD, God of hosts. I did not sit in the company of revelers, 
nor did I rejoice; I sat alone, because your hand was upon me, for you had 
filled me with indignation. Why is my pain unceasing, my wound incurable, 
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“And he who was seated on the throne said, ‘Behold, I am making all 
things new.’ Also he said, ‘Write this down, for these words are trustworthy 
and true.’” (ESV)

Wow. What a day. For many of you as new students, this is a day that you 
have been anticipating for quite some time. You researched schools, you 
talked with countless admissions counselors, you attended college fairs. You 
applied, were accepted, registered, shopped, packed, and here you are. Of 
course, there were many steps in between.

It’s exciting. It’s nerve-wracking. It’s a f lood of emotions. In some ways, 
today is a bittersweet day.
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Paavola, Daniel E. Our Way Home: A 
Journey through the Lord’s Prayer . St Louis: 
Concordia, 2017. Pp. 190 $12.99 paperback 

Review by Timothy Maschke

Devotional books are rarely described as engaging, yet that is exactly what 
Paavola has produced in his travelogue through the Our Father. Using an 
extremely familiar experience for all people, taking a trip, Paavola embarks 
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Every chapter includes a simple graphic image of our journey streaming from 
the heavenly chorus through parched ground, stormy and torrential f loods, 
accompanied all the while by our Father as we return to our heavenly home. 
Relevant biblical quotations are supplemented by numerous citations from 
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Schilling, Heinz. Martin Luther: Rebel 
in an Age of Upheaval. Trans. by Rona 
Johnston. New York: Oxford University 
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mentions the Heidelberg Disputation in 1518 (149) and skips to a review of 
Luther’s conversation with Cajetan in Augsburg in October 1519 (150-152). 
A little later, Schilling provides a similar social-political perspective as he 
notes: “For German history, the entanglement of ecclesiastical and religious 
renewal with early modern politics, constitutional affairs, and society would 
be decisive for centuries to come. Evidence of that intertwining can be seen 
clearly in the diet of Worms itself…” (193). Such insights make this work 
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Pettegree, Andrew . Brand Luther: How an 
unherald Monk Turned His Small Town into 
a Center of Publishing, Made Himself the 
Most Famous Man in Europe-and Started the 
Protestant Reformation . New York: Penguin 
Press, 2015. Pp. 383 $19.00 Hardcopy

Review by Timothy Maschke

Luther’s life and legacy have many dimensions as has become evident 
over the past years as we anticipated the Reformation celebration. Andrew 
Pettegree has made a unique contribution to Luther biographies with this 
specialized look at Luther’s life. He shows how Luther creatively and 
effectively employed early modern book publishing and the whole sixteenth-
century printing enterprise. Pettegree, vice president of the Royal Historical 
Society and professor of modern history at the University of St. Andrews, 
Scotland, brings a wealth of background along with a gift for writing. 
Pettegree’s narrative is one of the most readable, engaging, and informative 
books on a unique aspect of the Reformation that I have ever read. He titled 
his book to underscore the fact that Luther’s distinctively diverse writings 
were more than merely theological essays for the elite, but became an 
economic brand, which sold throughout the European populace.

Utilizing one of the greatest inventions of the millennium, Gutenberg’s 
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clearly to the common folk. Beginning with his sermon against indulgences, 
published several months before October 31, 1517, Luther’s ideas caught the 
imagination and concerns of the German people. Exemplary are Luther’s 
Catechisms, which captured the essence of the Christian faith in a simple 
question-and-answer format and made it available in posters and handy 
booklets for the populace. Pettegree has included a sufficient number of 
illustrations (over fifty frontispieces, maps, and portraits) to underscore his 
narrative commentary on this “pyramid of multiple improbabilities” (4).

Historically, this book combines a very pragmatic account of early book 
publishing with an intriguing analysis of Luther’s creative use of print, 
particularly as it relates to the Word of God for the extension of God’s 
kingdom. Pettegree reminds us that Luther did not work in isolation, but 
was almost always in a community of colleagues. He cites as evidence 
Luther’s first biographer, his Catholic opponent Johannes Cochlaeus, who 
called Luther, Melanchthon, Johannes Bugenhagen, and Justus Jonas “the 
four evangelists of Wittenberg” (171). Perhaps as innovative as Luther was 
his Wittenberg colleague, the aristocratic artist, Lucas Cranach the Elder. 
Cranach produced title-page format which was innovative, yet extremely 
practical—“illustrative features [which] were blocked around a blank central 
panel into which the text of the title could be inserted” (158). Besides many 
biblical scenes, Cranach also reconfigured his famous “Law and Gospel” 
panels into a title page, which visually captured the essence of Luther’s 
evangelical insight.

Ecclesiastical and social historians will recognize a thoroughly researched 
account. Media and marketing specialists will also appreciate the unexpected 
narrative surrounding their mostly-secular domains. Pettegree notes, for 
example, that “Luther’s works outstrip those of any other author by a factor 
of ten; he outpublished the most successful of his Catholic opponents by 
a factor of thirty. Even this bald statistic understates the dominant role of 
Wittenberg in the printed works of the Reformation” (213). 

Reformation scholars as well as individuals interested in a unique 
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Crawford, Matthew R. Cyril Alexendria’s 
Trinitarian Theology of Scripture . 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2014. Pp. xi+291. $125/$99 Hardcover

Review by Charles R. Schulz

It would be a remarkable feat for a doctoral dissertation to attain to the 
spiritual power and simplicity of the historic Christian liturgy. Yet, with 
some exaggeration, one might suggest that this is exactly what Matthew 
Crawford has achieved in reworking his Durham University thesis, written 
under Lewis Ayres, into a monograph about Cyril’s Trinitarian and 
Christological exegesis. While some passages verge on the homiletical both 
as instruction and as exhortation, the regular rhythms of Cyril’s central tenet 
constitute a kind of devout confession and prayer throughout the book: the 
Father reveals Himself in the Son through the Holy Spirit. Crawford’s work 
has a special significance for Lutheran pastors and devout laity who may 
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in the work of revelation. How can the Church attribute the revelation of the 
Father to the Son if the divine persons act in unity toward creation? Again, 
how can the inspiration of the Scripture be predicated distinctly on the 
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Johnston, Wade. An Uncompromising 
Gospel: Lutheranism’s First Identity Crisis 
and Lessons for Today.
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works led to the Majoristic Controversy, an argument of whether works were 
necessary for salvation (No), detrimental for salvation (No), or necessarily 
following our justification, but not for our salvation (Yes). The Osiandrian 
Controversy over justification was a rejection of Luther’s and Lutheranism’s 
understanding of forensic justification; today, it sounds similar to the 
Finnish school (although Johnston does not make that connection). A dispute 
with Caspar Schwenckfeld over scripture’s interpretation led to a solid 
defense of the biblical text of God’s revelation over against Schwenckfeld’s 
spiritual and non-contextual approach. Finally, Johnston addresses the 
Flacian Controversy over original sin and endeavors to restore him (if 
possible) by demonstrating that Flacius held a more credible, if still incorrect 
understanding. Falling into a philosophical trap set by Viktorin Strigel in a 
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Knowing the source of this book is also helpful. The 1517Legacy project 
is composed of a diverse group of academics and theologians who relish the 
Lutheran heritage and want to undergird its continuing inf luence. Several 
close connections with Concordia University Irvine, are evident, yet voices 
from other venues are also present, as is apparent from the publication of 
this book. I encourage readers of this review to check out their website, 
www.1517Legacy.com, for further information and other helpful resources.
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