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  DISPUTATION OF DOCTOR MARTIN LUTHER

  ON THE POWER AND EFFICACY OF

  INDULGENCES

OCTOBER 31, 1517

Out of love for the truth and the desire to bring it to light, the following propositions will be discussed at 

Wittenberg, under the presidency of the Reverend Father Martin Luther, Master of Arts and of Sacred Theology, and 

Lecturer in Ordinary on the same at that place. Wherefore he requests that those who are unable to be present and 

debate orally with us, may do so by letter.

In the Name our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.

1. Our Lord and Master Jesus Christ, when He said Poenitentiam agite, willed that the whole life of believers 

should be repentance.

2. This word cannot be understood to mean sacramental penance, i.e., confession and satisfaction, which is 

administered by the priests.

3. Yet it means not inward repentance only; nay, there is no inward repentance which does not outwardly work divers 

mortifications of the flesh.

4. The penalty [of sin], therefore, continues so long as hatred of self continues; for this is the true inward 

repentance, and continues until our entrance into the kingdom of heaven.

5. The pope does not intend to remit, and cannot remit any penalties other than those which he has imposed either 

by his own authority or by that of the Canons.

6. The pope cannot remit any guilt, except by declaring that it has been remitted by God and by assenting to God's 

remission; though, to be sure, he may grant remission in cases reserved to his judgment. If his right to grant 

remission in such cases were despised, the guilt would remain entirely unforgiven.

7. God remits guilt to no one whom He does not, at the same time, humble in all things and bring into subjection to 

His vicar, the priest.

8. The penitential canons are imposed only on the living, and, according to them, nothing should be imposed on the 



dying.

9. Therefore the Holy Spirit in the pope is kind to us, because in his decrees he always makes exception of the 

article of death and of necessity.

10. Ignorant and wicked are the doings of those priests who, in the case of the dying, reserve canonical penances 

for purgatory.

11. This changing of the canonical penalty to the penalty of purgatory is quite evidently one of the tares that 

were sown while the bishops slept.

12. In former times the canonical penalties were imposed not after, but before absolution, as tests of true 

contrition.

13. The dying are freed by death from all penalties; they are already dead to canonical rules, and have a right to 

be released from them.

14. The imperfect health [of soul], that is to say, the imperfect love, of the dying brings with it, of necessity, 

great fear; and the smaller the love, the greater is the fear.

15. This fear and horror is sufficient of itself alone (to say nothing of other things) to constitute the penalty 

of purgatory, since it is very near to the horror of despair.

16. Hell, purgatory, and heaven seem to differ as do despair, almost-despair, and the assurance of safety.

17. With souls in purgatory it seems necessary that horror should grow less and love increase.

18. It seems unproved, either by reason or Scripture, that they are outside the state of merit, that is to say, of 

increasing love.

19. Again, it seems unproved that they, or at least that all of them, are certain or assured of their own 

blessedness, though we may be quite certain of it.

20. Therefore by "full remission of all penalties" the pope means not actually "of all," but only of those imposed 

by himself.

21. Therefore those preachers of indulgences are in error, who say that by the pope's indulgences a man is freed 

from every penalty, and saved;

22. Whereas he remits to souls in purgatory no penalty which, according to the canons, they would have had to pay 

in this life.

23. If it is at all possible to grant to any one the remission of all penalties whatsoever, it is certain that this 

remission can be granted only to the most perfect, that is, to the very fewest.

24. It must needs be, therefore, that the greater part of the people are deceived by that indiscriminate and 

highsounding promise of release from penalty.

25. The power which the pope has, in a general way, over purgatory, is just like the power which any bishop or 

curate has, in a special way, within his own diocese or parish.

26. The pope does well when he grants remission to souls [in purgatory], not by the power of the keys (which he 

does not possess), but by way of intercession.

27. They preach man who say that so soon as the penny jingles into the money-box, the soul flies out [of 

purgatory].

28. It is certain that when the penny jingles into the money-box, gain and avarice can be increased, but the result 

of the intercession of the Church is in the power of God alone.

29. Who knows whether all the souls in purgatory wish to be bought out of it, as in the legend of Sts. Severinus 

and Paschal.

30. No one is sure that his own contrition is sincere; much less that he has attained full remission.

31. Rare as is the man that is truly penitent, so rare is also the man who truly buys indulgences, i.e., such men 

are most rare.

32. They will be condemned eternally, together with their teachers, who believe themselves sure of their salvation 



because they have letters of pardon.

33. Men must be on their guard against those who say that the pope's pardons are that inestimable gift of God by 

which man is reconciled to Him;

34. For these "graces of pardon" concern only the penalties of sacramental satisfaction, and these are appointed by 

man.

35. They preach no Christian doctrine who teach that contrition is not necessary in those who intend to buy souls 

out of purgatory or to buy confessionalia.

36. Every truly repentant Christian has a right to full remission of penalty and guilt, even without letters of 

pardon.

37. Every true Christian, whether living or dead, has part in all the blessings of Christ and the Church; and this 

is granted him by God, even without letters of pardon.

38. Nevertheless, the remission and participation [in the blessings of the Church] which are granted by the pope 

are in no way to be despised, for they are, as I have said, the declaration of divine remission.

39. It is most difficult, even for the very keenest theologians, at one and the same time to commend to the people 

the abundance of pardons and [the need of] true contrition.

40. True contrition seeks and loves penalties, but liberal pardons only relax penalties and cause them to be hated, 

or at least, furnish an occasion [for hating them].

41. Apostolic pardons are to be preached with caution, lest the people may falsely think them preferable to other 

good works of love.

42. Christians are to be taught that the pope does not intend the buying of pardons to be compared in any way to 

works of mercy.

43. Christians are to be taught that he who gives to the poor or lends to the needy does a better work than buying 

pardons;

44. Because love grows by works of love, and man becomes better; but by pardons man does not grow better, only more 

free from penalty.

45. Christians are to be taught that he who sees a man in need, and passes him by, and gives [his money] for 

pardons, purchases not the indulgences of the pope, but the indignation of God.

46. Christians are to be taught that unless they have more than they need, they are bound to keep back what is 

necessary for their own families, and by no means to squander it on pardons.

47. Christians are to be taught that the buying of pardons is a matter of free will, and not of commandment.

48. Christians are to be taught that the pope, in granting pardons, needs, and therefore desires, their devout 

prayer for him more than the money they bring.

49. Christians are to be taught that the pope's pardons are useful, if they do not put their trust in them; but 

altogether harmful, if through them they lose their fear of God.

50. Christians are to be taught that if the pope knew the exactions of the pardon-preachers, he would rather that 

St.  Peter's church should go to ashes, than that it should be built up with the skin, flesh and bones of his 

sheep.

51. Christians are to be taught that it would be the pope's wish, as it is his duty, to give of his own money to 

very many of those from whom certain hawkers of pardons cajole money, even though the church of St. Peter might 

have to be sold.

52. The assurance of salvation by letters of pardon is vain, even though the commissary, nay, even though the pope 

himself, were to stake his soul upon it.

53. They are enemies of Christ and of the pope, who bid the Word of God be altogether silent in some Churches, in 

order that pardons may be preached in others.

54. Injury is done the Word of God when, in the same sermon, an equal or a longer time is spent on pardons than on 

this Word.



55. It must be the intention of the pope that if pardons, which are a very small thing, are celebrated with one 

bell, with single processions and ceremonies, then the Gospel, which is the very greatest thing, should be preached 

with a hundred bells, a hundred processions, a hundred ceremonies.

56. The "treasures of the Church," out of which the pope grants indulgences, are not sufficiently named or known 

among the people of Christ.

57. That they are not temporal treasures is certainly evident, for many of the vendors do not pour out such 

treasures so easily, but only gather them.

58. Nor are they the merits of Christ and the Saints, for even without the pope, these always work grace for the 

inner man, and the cross, death, and hell for the outward man.

59. St. Lawrence said that the treasures of the Church were the Church's poor, but he spoke according to the usage 

of the word in his own time.

60. Without rashness we say that the keys of the Church, given by Christ's merit, are that treasure;

61. For it is clear that for the remission of penalties and of reserved cases, the power of the pope is of itself 

sufficient.

62. The true treasure of the Church is the Most Holy Gospel of the glory and the grace of God.

63. But this treasure is naturally most odious, for it makes the first to be last.

64. On the other hand, the treasure of indulgences is naturally most acceptable, for it makes the last to be first.

65. Therefore the treasures of the Gospel are nets with which they formerly were wont to fish for men of riches.

66. The treasures of the indulgences are nets with which they now fish for the riches of men.

67. The indulgences which the preachers cry as the "greatest graces" are known to be truly such, in so far as they 

promote gain.

68. Yet they are in truth the very smallest graces compared with the grace of God and the piety of the Cross.

69. Bishops and curates are bound to admit the commissaries of apostolic pardons, with all reverence.

70. But still more are they bound to strain all their eyes and attend with all their ears, lest these men preach 

their own dreams instead of the commission of the pope.

71. He who speaks against the truth of apostolic pardons, let him be anathema and accursed!

72. But he who guards against the lust and license of the pardon-preachers, let him be blessed!

73. The pope justly thunders against those who, by any art, contrive the injury of the traffic in pardons.

74. But much more does he intend to thunder against those who use the pretext of pardons to contrive the injury of 

holy love and truth.

75. To think the papal pardons so great that they could absolve a man even if he had committed an impossible sin 

and violated the Mother of God--this is madness.

76. We say, on the contrary, that the papal pardons are not able to remove the very least of venial sins, so far as 

its guilt is concerned.

77. It is said that even St. Peter, if he were now Pope, could not bestow greater graces; this is blasphemy against 

St. Peter and against the pope.

78. We say, on the contrary, that even the present pope, and any pope at all, has greater graces at his disposal; 

to wit, the Gospel, powers, gifts of healing, etc., as it is written in I. Corinthians xii.

79. To say that the cross, emblazoned with the papal arms, which is set up [by the preachers of indulgences], is of 

equal worth with the Cross of Christ, is blasphemy.

80. The bishops, curates and theologians who allow such talk to be spread among the people, will have an account to 

render.

81. This unbridled preaching of pardons makes it no easy matter, even for learned men, to rescue the reverence due 



to the pope from slander, or even from the shrewd questionings of the laity. 

82. To wit:--"Why does not the pope empty purgatory, for the sake of holy love and of the dire need of the souls 

that are there, if he redeems an infinite number of souls for the sake of miserable money with which to build a 

Church? The former reasons would be most just; the latter is most trivial."

83. Again:--"Why are mortuary and anniversary masses for the dead continued, and why does he not return or permit 

the withdrawal of the endowments founded on their behalf, since it is wrong to pray for the redeemed?"

84. Again:--"What is this new piety of God and the pope, that for money they allow a man who is impious and their 

enemy to buy out of purgatory the pious soul of a friend of God, and do not rather, because of that pious and 

beloved soul's own need, free it for pure love's sake?"

85. Again:--"Why are the penitential canons long since in actual fact and through disuse abrogated and dead, now 

satisfied by the granting of indulgences, as though they were still alive and in force?" 

86. Again:--"Why does not the pope, whose wealth is to-day greater than the riches of the richest, build just this 

one church of St. Peter with his own money, rather than with the money of poor believers?"

87. Again:--"What is it that the pope remits, and what participation does he grant to those who, by perfect 

contrition, have a right to full remission and participation?"

88. Again:--"What greater blessing could come to the Church than if the pope were to do a hundred times a day what 

he now does once, and bestow on every believer these remissions and participations?"

89. "Since the pope, by his pardons, seeks the salvation of souls rather than money, why does he suspend the 

indulgences and pardons granted heretofore, since these have equal efficacy?"

90. To repress these arguments and scruples of the laity by force alone, and not to resolve them by giving reasons, 

is to expose the Church and the pope to the ridicule of their enemies, and to make Christians unhappy.

91. If, therefore, pardons were preached according to the spirit and mind of the pope, all these doubts would be 

readily resolved; nay, they would not exist.

92. Away, then, with all those prophets who say to the people of Christ, "Peace, peace," and there is no peace!

93. Blessed be all those prophets who say to the people of Christ, "Cross, cross," and there is no cross!

94. Christians are to be exhorted that they be diligent in following Christ, their Head, through penalties, deaths, 

and hell;

95. And thus be confident of entering into heaven rather through many tribulations, than through the assurance of 

peace.
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CONCERNING CHRISTIAN LIBERTY

by Martin Luther

LETTER OF MARTIN LUTHER TO POPE LEO X.

Among those monstrous evils of this age with which I have now for three

years been waging war, I am sometimes compelled to look to you and to

call you to mind, most blessed father Leo. In truth, since you alone are

everywhere considered as being the cause of my engaging in war, I cannot

at any time fail to remember you; and although I have been compelled

by the causeless raging of your impious flatterers against me to appeal



from your seat to a future council--fearless of the futile decrees

of your predecessors Pius and Julius, who in their foolish tyranny

prohibited such an action--yet I have never been so alienated in feeling

from your Blessedness as not to have sought with all my might, in

diligent prayer and crying to God, all the best gifts for you and for

your see. But those who have hitherto endeavoured to terrify me with the

majesty of your name and authority, I have begun quite to despise and

triumph over. One thing I see remaining which I cannot despise, and this

has been the reason of my writing anew to your Blessedness: namely, that

I find that blame is cast on me, and that it is imputed to me as a great

offence, that in my rashness I am judged to have spared not even your

person.

Now, to confess the truth openly, I am conscious that, whenever I have

had to mention your person, I have said nothing of you but what was

honourable and good. If I had done otherwise, I could by no means have

approved my own conduct, but should have supported with all my power the

judgment of those men concerning me, nor would anything have pleased

me better, than to recant such rashness and impiety. I have called

you Daniel in Babylon; and every reader thoroughly knows with what

distinguished zeal I defended your conspicuous innocence against

Silvester, who tried to stain it. Indeed, the published opinion of so

many great men and the repute of your blameless life are too widely

famed and too much reverenced throughout the world to be assailable by

any man, of however great name, or by any arts. I am not so foolish as

to attack one whom everybody praises; nay, it has been and always will

be my desire not to attack even those whom public repute disgraces. I am

not delighted at the faults of any man, since I am very conscious myself

of the great beam in my own eye, nor can I be the first to cast a stone

at the adulteress.

I have indeed inveighed sharply against impious doctrines, and I have

not been slack to censure my adversaries on account, not of their bad

morals, but of their impiety. And for this I am so far from being sorry

that I have brought my mind to despise the judgments of men and to

persevere in this vehement zeal, according to the example of Christ,

who, in His zeal, calls His adversaries a generation of vipers, blind,

hypocrites, and children of the devil. Paul, too, charges the sorcerer

with being a child of the devil, full of all subtlety and all malice;

and defames certain persons as evil workers, dogs, and deceivers. In the

opinion of those delicate-eared persons, nothing could be more bitter or

intemperate than Paul's language. What can be more bitter than the words

of the prophets? The ears of our generation have been made so delicate

by the senseless multitude of flatterers that, as soon as we perceive

that anything of ours is not approved of, we cry out that we are being

bitterly assailed; and when we can repel the truth by no other pretence,



we escape by attributing bitterness, impatience, intemperance, to our

adversaries. What would be the use of salt if it were not pungent, or of

the edge of the sword if it did not slay? Accursed is the man who does

the work of the Lord deceitfully.

Wherefore, most excellent Leo, I beseech you to accept my vindication,

made in this letter, and to persuade yourself that I have never thought

any evil concerning your person; further, that I am one who desires that

eternal blessing may fall to your lot, and that I have no dispute with

any man concerning morals, but only concerning the word of truth. In all

other things I will yield to any one, but I neither can nor will forsake

and deny the word. He who thinks otherwise of me, or has taken in my

words in another sense, does not think rightly, and has not taken in the

truth.

Your see, however, which is called the Court of Rome, and which neither

you nor any man can deny to be more corrupt than any Babylon or Sodom,

and quite, as I believe, of a lost, desperate, and hopeless impiety,

this I have verily abominated, and have felt indignant that the people

of Christ should be cheated under your name and the pretext of the

Church of Rome; and so I have resisted, and will resist, as long as

the spirit of faith shall live in me. Not that I am striving after

impossibilities, or hoping that by my labours alone, against the furious

opposition of so many flatterers, any good can be done in that most

disordered Babylon; but that I feel myself a debtor to my brethren, and

am bound to take thought for them, that fewer of them may be ruined, or

that their ruin may be less complete, by the plagues of Rome. For many

years now, nothing else has overflowed from Rome into the world--as

you are not ignorant--than the laying waste of goods, of bodies, and of

souls, and the worst examples of all the worst things. These things are

clearer than the light to all men; and the Church of Rome, formerly the

most holy of all Churches, has become the most lawless den of thieves,

the most shameless of all brothels, the very kingdom of sin, death, and

hell; so that not even antichrist, if he were to come, could devise any

addition to its wickedness.

Meanwhile you, Leo, are sitting like a lamb in the midst of wolves,

like Daniel in the midst of lions, and, with Ezekiel, you dwell among

scorpions. What opposition can you alone make to these monstrous evils?

Take to yourself three or four of the most learned and best of the

cardinals. What are these among so many? You would all perish by poison

before you could undertake to decide on a remedy. It is all over with

the Court of Rome; the wrath of God has come upon her to the uttermost.

She hates councils; she dreads to be reformed; she cannot restrain the

madness of her impiety; she fills up the sentence passed on her mother,

of whom it is said, "We would have healed Babylon, but she is not



healed; let us forsake her." It had been your duty and that of your

cardinals to apply a remedy to these evils, but this gout laughs at the

physician's hand, and the chariot does not obey the reins. Under the

influence of these feelings, I have always grieved that you, most

excellent Leo, who were worthy of a better age, have been made pontiff

in this. For the Roman Court is not worthy of you and those like you,

but of Satan himself, who in truth is more the ruler in that Babylon

than you are.

Oh, would that, having laid aside that glory which your most abandoned

enemies declare to be yours, you were living rather in the office of a

private priest or on your paternal inheritance! In that glory none are

worthy to glory, except the race of Iscariot, the children of perdition.

For what happens in your court, Leo, except that, the more wicked and

execrable any man is, the more prosperously he can use your name

and authority for the ruin of the property and souls of men, for the

multiplication of crimes, for the oppression of faith and truth and

of the whole Church of God? Oh, Leo! in reality most unfortunate, and

sitting on a most perilous throne, I tell you the truth, because I wish

you well; for if Bernard felt compassion for his Anastasius at a time

when the Roman see, though even then most corrupt, was as yet ruling

with better hope than now, why should not we lament, to whom so much

further corruption and ruin has been added in three hundred years?

Is it not true that there is nothing under the vast heavens more

corrupt, more pestilential, more hateful, than the Court of Rome? She

incomparably surpasses the impiety of the Turks, so that in very truth

she, who was formerly the gate of heaven, is now a sort of open mouth

of hell, and such a mouth as, under the urgent wrath of God, cannot be

blocked up; one course alone being left to us wretched men: to call back

and save some few, if we can, from that Roman gulf.

Behold, Leo, my father, with what purpose and on what principle it is

that I have stormed against that seat of pestilence. I am so far from

having felt any rage against your person that I even hoped to gain

favour with you and to aid you in your welfare by striking actively and

vigorously at that your prison, nay, your hell. For whatever the efforts

of all minds can contrive against the confusion of that impious Court

will be advantageous to you and to your welfare, and to many others with

you. Those who do harm to her are doing your office; those who in every

way abhor her are glorifying Christ; in short, those are Christians who

are not Romans.

But, to say yet more, even this never entered my heart: to inveigh

against the Court of Rome or to dispute at all about her. For, seeing

all remedies for her health to be desperate, I looked on her with



contempt, and, giving her a bill of divorcement, said to her, "He that

is unjust, let him be unjust still; and he that is filthy, let him

be filthy still," giving myself up to the peaceful and quiet study of

sacred literature, that by this I might be of use to the brethren living

about me.

While I was making some advance in these studies, Satan opened his

eyes and goaded on his servant John Eccius, that notorious adversary of

Christ, by the unchecked lust for fame, to drag me unexpectedly into the

arena, trying to catch me in one little word concerning the primacy of

the Church of Rome, which had fallen from me in passing. That boastful

Thraso, foaming and gnashing his teeth, proclaimed that he would dare

all things for the glory of God and for the honour of the holy apostolic

seat; and, being puffed up respecting your power, which he was about

to misuse, he looked forward with all certainty to victory; seeking to

promote, not so much the primacy of Peter, as his own pre-eminence among

the theologians of this age; for he thought it would contribute in no

slight degree to this, if he were to lead Luther in triumph. The result

having proved unfortunate for the sophist, an incredible rage torments

him; for he feels that whatever discredit to Rome has arisen through me

has been caused by the fault of himself alone.

Suffer me, I pray you, most excellent Leo, both to plead my own cause,

and to accuse your true enemies. I believe it is known to you in what

way Cardinal Cajetan, your imprudent and unfortunate, nay unfaithful,

legate, acted towards me. When, on account of my reverence for your

name, I had placed myself and all that was mine in his hands, he did not

so act as to establish peace, which he could easily have established by

one little word, since I at that time promised to be silent and to make

an end of my case, if he would command my adversaries to do the same.

But that man of pride, not content with this agreement, began to justify

my adversaries, to give them free licence, and to order me to recant, a

thing which was certainly not in his commission. Thus indeed, when the

case was in the best position, it came through his vexatious tyranny

into a much worse one. Therefore whatever has followed upon this is the

fault not of Luther, but entirely of Cajetan, since he did not suffer me

to be silent and remain quiet, which at that time I was entreating for

with all my might. What more was it my duty to do?

Next came Charles Miltitz, also a nuncio from your Blessedness. He,

though he went up and down with much and varied exertion, and omitted

nothing which could tend to restore the position of the cause thrown

into confusion by the rashness and pride of Cajetan, had difficulty,

even with the help of that very illustrious prince the Elector

Frederick, in at last bringing about more than one familiar conference

with me. In these I again yielded to your great name, and was prepared



to keep silence, and to accept as my judge either the Archbishop of

Treves, or the Bishop of Naumburg; and thus it was done and concluded.

While this was being done with good hope of success, lo! that other and

greater enemy of yours, Eccius, rushed in with his Leipsic disputation,

which he had undertaken against Carlstadt, and, having taken up a

new question concerning the primacy of the Pope, turned his arms

unexpectedly against me, and completely overthrew the plan for peace.

Meanwhile Charles Miltitz was waiting, disputations were held, judges

were being chosen, but no decision was arrived at. And no wonder! for

by the falsehoods, pretences, and arts of Eccius the whole business was

brought into such thorough disorder, confusion, and festering soreness,

that, whichever way the sentence might lean, a greater conflagration was

sure to arise; for he was seeking, not after truth, but after his own

credit. In this case too I omitted nothing which it was right that I

should do.

I confess that on this occasion no small part of the corruptions of Rome

came to light; but, if there was any offence in this, it was the fault

of Eccius, who, in taking on him a burden beyond his strength, and in

furiously aiming at credit for himself, unveiled to the whole world the

disgrace of Rome.

Here is that enemy of yours, Leo, or rather of your Court; by his

example alone we may learn that an enemy is not more baneful than a

flatterer. For what did he bring about by his flattery, except evils

which no king could have brought about? At this day the name of the

Court of Rome stinks in the nostrils of the world, the papal authority

is growing weak, and its notorious ignorance is evil spoken of. We

should hear none of these things, if Eccius had not disturbed the plans

of Miltitz and myself for peace. He feels this clearly enough himself in

the indignation he shows, too late and in vain, against the publication

of my books. He ought to have reflected on this at the time when he was

all mad for renown, and was seeking in your cause nothing but his own

objects, and that with the greatest peril to you. The foolish man hoped

that, from fear of your name, I should yield and keep silence; for I

do not think he presumed on his talents and learning. Now, when he sees

that I am very confident and speak aloud, he repents too late of his

rashness, and sees--if indeed he does see it--that there is One in

heaven who resists the proud, and humbles the presumptuous.

Since then we were bringing about by this disputation nothing but the

greater confusion of the cause of Rome, Charles Miltitz for the third

time addressed the Fathers of the Order, assembled in chapter, and

sought their advice for the settlement of the case, as being now in a

most troubled and perilous state. Since, by the favour of God, there

was no hope of proceeding against me by force, some of the more noted of



their number were sent to me, and begged me at least to show respect to

your person and to vindicate in a humble letter both your innocence

and my own. They said that the affair was not as yet in a position of

extreme hopelessness, if Leo X., in his inborn kindliness, would put his

hand to it. On this I, who have always offered and wished for peace, in

order that I might devote myself to calmer and more useful pursuits, and

who for this very purpose have acted with so much spirit and vehemence,

in order to put down by the strength and impetuosity of my words, as

well as of my feelings, men whom I saw to be very far from equal to

myself--I, I say, not only gladly yielded, but even accepted it with joy

and gratitude, as the greatest kindness and benefit, if you should think

it right to satisfy my hopes.

Thus I come, most blessed Father, and in all abasement beseech you

to put to your hand, if it is possible, and impose a curb to those

flatterers who are enemies of peace, while they pretend peace. But there

is no reason, most blessed Father, why any one should assume that I am

to utter a recantation, unless he prefers to involve the case in

still greater confusion. Moreover, I cannot bear with laws for the

interpretation of the word of God, since the word of God, which teaches

liberty in all other things, ought not to be bound. Saving these two

things, there is nothing which I am not able, and most heartily willing,

to do or to suffer. I hate contention; I will challenge no one; in

return I wish not to be challenged; but, being challenged, I will not be

dumb in the cause of Christ my Master. For your Blessedness will be able

by one short and easy word to call these controversies before you and

suppress them, and to impose silence and peace on both sides--a word

which I have ever longed to hear.

Therefore, Leo, my Father, beware of listening to those sirens who

make you out to be not simply a man, but partly a god, so that you can

command and require whatever you will. It will not happen so, nor will

you prevail. You are the servant of servants, and more than any other

man, in a most pitiable and perilous position. Let not those men deceive

you who pretend that you are lord of the world; who will not allow any

one to be a Christian without your authority; who babble of your having

power over heaven, hell, and purgatory. These men are your enemies and

are seeking your soul to destroy it, as Isaiah says, "My people, they

that call thee blessed are themselves deceiving thee." They are in error

who raise you above councils and the universal Church; they are in error

who attribute to you alone the right of interpreting Scripture. All

these men are seeking to set up their own impieties in the Church under

your name, and alas! Satan has gained much through them in the time of

your predecessors.

In brief, trust not in any who exalt you, but in those who humiliate



you. For this is the judgment of God: "He hath cast down the mighty from

their seat, and hath exalted the humble." See how unlike Christ was to

His successors, though all will have it that they are His vicars. I fear

that in truth very many of them have been in too serious a sense His

vicars, for a vicar represents a prince who is absent. Now if a pontiff

rules while Christ is absent and does not dwell in his heart, what

else is he but a vicar of Christ? And then what is that Church but a

multitude without Christ? What indeed is such a vicar but antichrist

and an idol? How much more rightly did the Apostles speak, who call

themselves servants of a present Christ, not the vicars of an absent

one!

Perhaps I am shamelessly bold in seeming to teach so great a head, by

whom all men ought to be taught, and from whom, as those plagues of

yours boast, the thrones of judges receive their sentence; but I imitate

St. Bernard in his book concerning Considerations addressed to Eugenius,

a book which ought to be known by heart by every pontiff. I do this, not

from any desire to teach, but as a duty, from that simple and faithful

solicitude which teaches us to be anxious for all that is safe for

our neighbours, and does not allow considerations of worthiness or

unworthiness to be entertained, being intent only on the dangers or

advantage of others. For since I know that your Blessedness is driven

and tossed by the waves at Rome, so that the depths of the sea press

on you with infinite perils, and that you are labouring under such a

condition of misery that you need even the least help from any the least

brother, I do not seem to myself to be acting unsuitably if I forget

your majesty till I shall have fulfilled the office of charity. I will

not flatter in so serious and perilous a matter; and if in this you do

not see that I am your friend and most thoroughly your subject, there is

One to see and judge.

In fine, that I may not approach you empty-handed, blessed Father, I

bring with me this little treatise, published under your name, as a good

omen of the establishment of peace and of good hope. By this you may

perceive in what pursuits I should prefer and be able to occupy myself

to more profit, if I were allowed, or had been hitherto allowed, by your

impious flatterers. It is a small matter, if you look to its exterior,

but, unless I mistake, it is a summary of the Christian life put

together in small compass, if you apprehend its meaning. I, in my

poverty, have no other present to make you, nor do you need anything

else than to be enriched by a spiritual gift. I commend myself to your

Paternity and Blessedness, whom may the Lord Jesus preserve for ever.

Amen.

Wittenberg, 6th September, 1520.



CONCERNING CHRISTIAN LIBERTY

Christian faith has appeared to many an easy thing; nay, not a few even

reckon it among the social virtues, as it were; and this they do because

they have not made proof of it experimentally, and have never tasted of

what efficacy it is. For it is not possible for any man to write well

about it, or to understand well what is rightly written, who has not at

some time tasted of its spirit, under the pressure of tribulation; while

he who has tasted of it, even to a very small extent, can never

write, speak, think, or hear about it sufficiently. For it is a living

fountain, springing up into eternal life, as Christ calls it in John iv.

Now, though I cannot boast of my abundance, and though I know how poorly

I am furnished, yet I hope that, after having been vexed by various

temptations, I have attained some little drop of faith, and that I can

speak of this matter, if not with more elegance, certainly with more

solidity, than those literal and too subtle disputants who have hitherto

discoursed upon it without understanding their own words. That I may

open then an easier way for the ignorant--for these alone I am trying

to serve--I first lay down these two propositions, concerning spiritual

liberty and servitude:--

A Christian man is the most free lord of all, and subject to none; a

Christian man is the most dutiful servant of all, and subject to every

one.

Although these statements appear contradictory, yet, when they are found

to agree together, they will make excellently for my purpose. They are

both the statements of Paul himself, who says, "Though I be free from

all men, yet have I made myself servant unto all" (1 Cor. ix. 19), and

"Owe no man anything, but to love one another" (Rom. xiii. 8). Now love

is by its own nature dutiful and obedient to the beloved object. Thus

even Christ, though Lord of all things, was yet made of a woman; made

under the law; at once free and a servant; at once in the form of God

and in the form of a servant.

Let us examine the subject on a deeper and less simple principle. Man is

composed of a twofold nature, a spiritual and a bodily. As regards the

spiritual nature, which they name the soul, he is called the spiritual,

inward, new man; as regards the bodily nature, which they name the

flesh, he is called the fleshly, outward, old man. The Apostle speaks of

this: "Though our outward man perish, yet the inward man is renewed day

by day" (2 Cor. iv. 16). The result of this diversity is that in the



Scriptures opposing statements are made concerning the same man,

the fact being that in the same man these two men are opposed to one

another; the flesh lusting against the spirit, and the spirit against

the flesh (Gal. v. 17).

We first approach the subject of the inward man, that we may see by what

means a man becomes justified, free, and a true Christian; that is, a

spiritual, new, and inward man. It is certain that absolutely none

among outward things, under whatever name they may be reckoned, has any

influence in producing Christian righteousness or liberty, nor, on the

other hand, unrighteousness or slavery. This can be shown by an easy

argument.

What can it profit the soul that the body should be in good condition,

free, and full of life; that it should eat, drink, and act according to

its pleasure; when even the most impious slaves of every kind of vice

are prosperous in these matters? Again, what harm can ill-health,

bondage, hunger, thirst, or any other outward evil, do to the soul,

when even the most pious of men and the freest in the purity of their

conscience, are harassed by these things? Neither of these states of

things has to do with the liberty or the slavery of the soul.

And so it will profit nothing that the body should be adorned with

sacred vestments, or dwell in holy places, or be occupied in sacred

offices, or pray, fast, and abstain from certain meats, or do whatever

works can be done through the body and in the body. Something widely

different will be necessary for the justification and liberty of the

soul, since the things I have spoken of can be done by any impious

person, and only hypocrites are produced by devotion to these things. On

the other hand, it will not at all injure the soul that the body should

be clothed in profane raiment, should dwell in profane places, should

eat and drink in the ordinary fashion, should not pray aloud, and

should leave undone all the things above mentioned, which may be done by

hypocrites.

And, to cast everything aside, even speculation, meditations, and

whatever things can be performed by the exertions of the soul itself,

are of no profit. One thing, and one alone, is necessary for life,

justification, and Christian liberty; and that is the most holy word of

God, the Gospel of Christ, as He says, "I am the resurrection and the

life; he that believeth in Me shall not die eternally" (John xi. 25),

and also, "If the Son shall make you free, ye shall be free indeed"

(John viii. 36), and, "Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every

word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God" (Matt. iv. 4).

Let us therefore hold it for certain and firmly established that the



soul can do without everything except the word of God, without which

none at all of its wants are provided for. But, having the word, it is

rich and wants for nothing, since that is the word of life, of truth, of

light, of peace, of justification, of salvation, of joy, of liberty, of

wisdom, of virtue, of grace, of glory, and of every good thing. It is

on this account that the prophet in a whole Psalm (Psalm cxix.), and in

many other places, sighs for and calls upon the word of God with so many

groanings and words.

Again, there is no more cruel stroke of the wrath of God than when He

sends a famine of hearing His words (Amos viii. 11), just as there is

no greater favour from Him than the sending forth of His word, as it is

said, "He sent His word and healed them, and delivered them from their

destructions" (Psalm cvii. 20). Christ was sent for no other office than

that of the word; and the order of Apostles, that of bishops, and that

of the whole body of the clergy, have been called and instituted for no

object but the ministry of the word.

But you will ask, What is this word, and by what means is it to be used,

since there are so many words of God? I answer, The Apostle Paul (Rom.

i.) explains what it is, namely the Gospel of God, concerning His Son,

incarnate, suffering, risen, and glorified, through the Spirit, the

Sanctifier. To preach Christ is to feed the soul, to justify it, to set

it free, and to save it, if it believes the preaching. For faith alone

and the efficacious use of the word of God, bring salvation. "If thou

shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine

heart that God hath raised Him from the dead, thou shalt be saved" (Rom.

x. 9); and again, "Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to

every one that believeth" (Rom. x. 4), and "The just shall live by

faith" (Rom. i. 17). For the word of God cannot be received and honoured

by any works, but by faith alone. Hence it is clear that as the soul

needs the word alone for life and justification, so it is justified by

faith alone, and not by any works. For if it could be justified by any

other means, it would have no need of the word, nor consequently of

faith.

But this faith cannot consist at all with works; that is, if you imagine

that you can be justified by those works, whatever they are, along with

it. For this would be to halt between two opinions, to worship Baal, and

to kiss the hand to him, which is a very great iniquity, as Job says.

Therefore, when you begin to believe, you learn at the same time that

all that is in you is utterly guilty, sinful, and damnable, according to

that saying, "All have sinned, and come short of the glory of God" (Rom.

iii. 23), and also: "There is none righteous, no, not one; they are all

gone out of the way; they are together become unprofitable: there is

none that doeth good, no, not one" (Rom. iii. 10-12). When you have



learnt this, you will know that Christ is necessary for you, since He

has suffered and risen again for you, that, believing on Him, you might

by this faith become another man, all your sins being remitted, and you

being justified by the merits of another, namely of Christ alone.

Since then this faith can reign only in the inward man, as it is said,

"With the heart man believeth unto righteousness" (Rom. x. 10); and

since it alone justifies, it is evident that by no outward work or

labour can the inward man be at all justified, made free, and saved; and

that no works whatever have any relation to him. And so, on the other

hand, it is solely by impiety and incredulity of heart that he becomes

guilty and a slave of sin, deserving condemnation, not by any outward

sin or work. Therefore the first care of every Christian ought to be to

lay aside all reliance on works, and strengthen his faith alone more

and more, and by it grow in the knowledge, not of works, but of Christ

Jesus, who has suffered and risen again for him, as Peter teaches

(1 Peter v.) when he makes no other work to be a Christian one. Thus

Christ, when the Jews asked Him what they should do that they might work

the works of God, rejected the multitude of works, with which He saw

that they were puffed up, and commanded them one thing only, saying,

"This is the work of God: that ye believe on Him whom He hath sent, for

Him hath God the Father sealed" (John vi. 27, 29).

Hence a right faith in Christ is an incomparable treasure, carrying with

it universal salvation and preserving from all evil, as it is said, "He

that believeth and is baptised shall be saved; but he that believeth

not shall be damned" (Mark xvi. 16). Isaiah, looking to this treasure,

predicted, "The consumption decreed shall overflow with righteousness.

For the Lord God of hosts shall make a consumption, even determined

(verbum abbreviatum et consummans), in the midst of the land" (Isa.

x. 22, 23). As if he said, "Faith, which is the brief and complete

fulfilling of the law, will fill those who believe with such

righteousness that they will need nothing else for justification." Thus,

too, Paul says, "For with the heart man believeth unto righteousness"

(Rom. x. 10).

But you ask how it can be the fact that faith alone justifies, and

affords without works so great a treasure of good things, when so many

works, ceremonies, and laws are prescribed to us in the Scriptures?

I answer, Before all things bear in mind what I have said: that faith

alone without works justifies, sets free, and saves, as I shall show

more clearly below.

Meanwhile it is to be noted that the whole Scripture of God is divided

into two parts: precepts and promises. The precepts certainly teach us

what is good, but what they teach is not forthwith done. For they show
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I IO I ) ISCO( ;RSD ON FREf '  WILL

abroad, as you wrote yorrrscll in your Paraclesis'r rvith
much more wisdom then than now. Those who are unrvill-
ine for souls to be redecmed, likc thc Popc and his ad-
he"rents, let it bc left to them to bind the u'ord of God and
keeo men f rom l i fe  and the  k in -dnm o f  heeren l6 l0 l
Wi ih  rh"  seme p t  i r r l cnce  you adr  i ' e  tha t  wron:  de '  i ' i ons
made in councili shoulcl not be openly acknowledged, lest
s round [o r  t len l inq  the  au thnr i l \  o f  t l r c  I ' r the ls  b"  t l rus
i f fo rded.  Th is  i .  indecd jusr  rvha t  the  Pope wtn ted  )ou  lo

sav! And he hears it with greatr:r Pleasurc than thc Gospel
itself. LIe rvill be most ungrateful, if he does not honor rou
in return with a cardinal's caP, togethcr rvitb all the
revemrcs belonging to it . . . I rnust tell you again: men's
ordjnances "uttt loi b" obsened together rvith the rvold o{
God, because thc folrner bind conscienccs and thc latter
looscs them. . . . The authority of the Fathcrs is thercfore
nothing . . . for Christ is a highcr arrthority'

S Pontaneitl' ol Necessitated Acts

16321 You sav: Who rvil l  cndeavor to reform his l i ic? I
an.ruer: Nob.,.ly! No man canl God has no tinre for your
self-rcformers, for thcv arc hypo<:rites ' lhe clect rvho fear
God rvil l  be.reformccl by the Hol,v Spirit The rest wii l
perish unreformcd Note horv Augustine does- not.sa,\' that
th" "uu.k, of nonc or of all are crorvned, but that tlie rvorks
of some are. "Thercfore therc lvill be somc who refonn
their l ives."

You say, by our doctrine a flooclgate of iniqrrity is
ooen" . l .  t s .  i r  : ' " .  Unqod l l  rn 'n  a 'c  p . r r r  o f  thar  '  r i1  lnpro 'y
.pn lnn  o f  [ re [n rc .  Nr - re r t l rc l " ' s .  the 'n  a t '  th r -  ' rmn dnc t r in ' '
r vh i rh  th ror .  nncn I , , lhF  n lec t .  r thn  f 'a r  Cod a  r : r rF \ t i r \  lo
righteousness, an entrancc into heaven, a ay unto God ' '
These truths are prrlllishcd for thc sakc of the elect, that
thel may be humblcd and brought dou'n to nothing and so

F' e t-t published in 1516 in which Erasmus Pleads for the
study of Christian PhilosoPhY.

LUTIJER: THE BONDACIE OF TI{E WILL III

be saved. The rcst resist this humiliation. They condemn
the tcaching of self-desperation. They wish to have left a
little something that they may do themselves. Secretly they
continue proud, and enemies of the grace of God.

. . . [631] . . , As to the other paradox you mention, that
rvhatever is done by us, is not done by {rec will, but of mere
necessity, let us briefly consider it, Iest we should let such
a pernicious rcmark go unchallenged. I observe: iJ it be
proved that our salvation is not of our own strength or
counsel, bur depends on (he working of Cod alone (which
I hope I shall clearly prove later in thc main discussion),
does it not evidently follow that when God is not present to
n'ork in us, everything we do is evil, and that we of neces-
sity act in a way not availing unto our salvation? For if it is
not e ourselvesr but God only, rvho works salvation in us,
it follows that nothing we do before His working in us
avails unto salvation. By necessity I do not mean compul-
sion. I meant what thcy terrn the nccessity of immutability.
That is to say) a man void of the Spirit of God does not do
evil aqainst his will, under pressure, as though taken by the
neck and forccd into it, . . . but he does it srrontaneously
and w i l l i n :11 .  And th iq  w i l l i n ' . :ness  and de . i re  o f  do ing  "u i i
he cannot, by his own strength, eliminate, restrain or
change. lfe goes on still dcsiring and craving to do evil. And
if extcrnal pressure compels him to act outwardly to the
contrary, yet the lr.ill within remains averse and chafes
under such constraint. But it rvould not thus rise in indigna-
tion. iI jr were chancnd. and mede wil l ing ro l ield io a
constraining power. 'Ihis is w.hat we mean by the necessity
of immutability: that the will cannot change itself, nor
give itsclf another bent, but, rather, the more it is resisted,
the more it is irritated to cra\.e, as its indignation proves.
This would not be thc case if it were free or had a free
n ' i 1 1 . . . .

. . . [635] On thc othcr hand, rvhen God works in us, the
will is changed under the sweet influence of the Spirit of
God. It dc.ires and acrs nor from comDulsion. but iespon-
sively of its own desire and inclinaiion. Ii cannoi be
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altered by any opposition. It cannot be compclled or over-
come even by the gates of hell. It still goes on to desire,
crave after and love that which is good, just as once it
desired, craved after and loved evil . . . Thus the human
will is lihe a beast o{ burden. If God rides it, it wills and
goes whence God wills; as the Psalm says, "I was as a bcast
of burden before thee" (Psalm 72,22). If Satan rides, it
wills and goes where Satan wills. Nor may it choose to
which rider it will run, nor which it will seek. tsut the riders
themselves contend who shall have and hold it.

Grace and Free Will

. . . 16361 And now, what if I Prove from your own
words, in which you assert the freedom oI the will, that
there is no such thing as free will at all? What, if I should
show that you unwittingly deny what you labor with so
much sagacity to affirrn? If I fail here, I promise to revoke
all that I wrote against you in this book; and all that your
Diatribe advances against me shall be confirmed!

You make the power of free will small and utterly in-
effective apaft from the grace of God.15 Acknowledged?
Now then, I ask you: If God's grace is wantin€(, or if it be
taken away from that certain small degrce of porver, what
can it do for itself? You say it is inefTective and can do
nothing good. Therefore it will not do what God or His
grace wills. And why? Because we have now takcn God's
grace away from it, and rvhat the grace of God does not do
is not good. Hence it follows that frce rvill without the grace
of God is not free at all, but is thc Permanent bond-slave
and sen'ant of evil, since it cannot tum itself unto good.
This being deternined, I allow you to enlarge the power of
free will as much as you like, make it angelic, divine, if you
can. But once you add this doleful postscript, that it is
'" Luther may here be referring to sections 15, 16 or 20 in
Erasmus.

IUTI IER:  T I IE  BONDACE OF TI IE  WILL I I3

ineffective apart from God's grace, you at once rob it of all
its power. What is inelTective power, but plainly no power
at all. 'Iherefore, to say that free will exists and has power,
though ineffective, is, what the Sophists call a contradiction
in terms. It is like saying, free will is something which is not
free.

. . . [638] But, if rvc do not lvant to drop this term alto-
gether (which would be the safest and most Christian thing
to do), we may still use it in good faith denoting free will
in respcct not of what is above him, but of what is below
him. This is to say, man should know in regard to his goods
and possessions the dght to use them, to do or to leave
undone, according to his free will. Although at the same
time, that same free nill is overruled by the free will of
God alone, just as He pleases. However, with regard to
God, and in all things pertaining to salvation or damnation,
man has no free will, but is a captive, servant and bond-
slavc, either to the will of God, or to the will of Satan.

Summary ol Pr eface

These observations on thc heads of your Preface embrace
nearly the entire subject under debate, almost more so than
the Iollorving bocly of the book. The esscnce of it all could
hare bcen summcd up in the following "dilcmma":'6 Your
Prefacc complains cither o{ the words of God or of the
words of men. If the latter, it is all written in vain. If the
former, it is all blasphemy. Wherefore it would have saved
much trouble, if it had been plainly mentioned whether we
u'ere disputing conccrning the words o{ God, or the words
of men. But this will, perhaps, be handled in your Introduc-
tion which follows, or in the body of the work itself . . . We
tcach nothing save Christ crucified. But Christ crucified
brings all these doctrines along with Himself, including
'" Luther uses "ditcmmt' in an original sense of a syllogistic
argument which presents an antagonist with two (or more) altema-
tives, equally conclusive against him, whichever alternate is chosen.
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"wisdom also among those that are perfect." No other I
wisdom may be taught among Christians than that which
is "hidden in a mystery," and this belongs only to the
"perfect"- and not to the sons of a Judaizing, legal- III
minded generation, who, without faith, boast of their
works!

R E F U T A T I O N
O F  E R A S M U S '  I N T R O D U C T I O N X

(Erasmus B)
Denying Church Fathers' Authority

[639]. . . . At the beginning of our disputation proper you
promr.ed to argue according lo the cdnoni.al books. ..since
Lurncr rncolnrzes no lextreranonicalj aur_hority.. '  [640]|Vcry welM rvelcome your promise . . . you tell r_,s that you
are much influcnced by so grcat a number of the most
lcarnccl mcn . . . Biblical scholars, holy martyrsj many re-
noun ld  lo r  mi rac les .  ro lc rher  w i th  the  more  recent  l ieo_
losrJns .  n ra l )  . choo ls .  counc iJ . .  b i .hop.  2nq1 popes.  In  a
rvold, on your side, you say, is learning, ability,'numbers,
greatnessJ corrlage, holincss, miracies, rvhilc on my side
there are only Wycliffe and Lorenzo Valla . . . [64i] But
te.ll rne this: _\{.as anyone of them macle a saint, did anyone
of them reccire the Spirit or work miracles in the name of
thc frcc wi1l, or by thc porvcr of the free will, or to confirm
r l re  f rcc  r r i l l i  Far  f rom i r .  1ou r , i l l  say .  bLr t  in  the  name and
by t l r ,  l ' ower  o t  Jcsus  Chr i \ t  wcre  a l l  Lhose th ings  done,  and
for the confirmation of the doctrine of Christ . .l Wherefore
your appeal to the holiness, the Spirit and the miracles of
the Fathers is pointless. These do not prove the free will,
* w.A. 639-661
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( Erasmus 30)
Figures ol Speech

. . . [700] . . . In this part of the discussion the Diatribe
invents a new trick of eluding the clearest passages, i.e., it
rvill have it that in the clcarest and simplest passages there
is a trope (figLtre of speech) . And as before, when speaking
in defense of free will it eluded the lorce of all the impera-
tive and conditional passages of the law by tacking on
conclusions and sirnilcs, so now, wherc it speaks against me,
it trvists all the words of divine promise and declaration,
iust as it pleases. by discolering a fiqure of speech in them
. . . Lct this be our scntiment: that no implication or 6gure
is to be allowed to cxist in any passagc of Scriptures . . . We
should adhere elen.rvhcre to the siml)le, purc and natural
mcaning oI the rvords, accorcling to the rules of grammar
and the habits of spccch which ()od has given unto rncn . .
17021 . , . For me this is a serious cause. I wa t to be as
certain about the truth as I can, in order to scttlc men's
conscicnces. I must act very diiTcrcntly. I say thcn that it
is not cnough for 1ou to say there rnay be a fimlc. I must
* !v.A. 699-756
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inquire whether there need be and must be a figure' And
if you do not prove that there must necessadly be a figure,
you achieve nlthing . . . The Word of God must be taken
in  i t s  p la in  mean inq ,  as  the  words  s land.  .  .

. . . LZOII . . . Ler this. rherefore, be a fixed and settled
poi.rt, if the Diatribe cannot prove that there is a figure in
ih"." pu..tg"t which it seeks to overthrowr then it is com-
oeltcd lo qlanr me that lhe words must be understood
according io th.ir l i teral meaning, even though iL should
Drove th;t the same figure is contained in all Lhe otber
scriptural passages and commonly used b1 everyone .By
gaining thii one point, all my arguments which the Diatribe
io.,ghi to refute are at the same time defended Thus its
refutation is found to achieve nothing.

(Erasmus 31 I 32 )
Euil in Man

. . . 1709] . . . Perhaps it will be asked how can God be
said to-worl evil in us, in the same way as He is said to
harden us, to give us uP to our desires, to cause us to eIr,
etc.?

We should indeed be content with the words of God
and simply believe what they say, for the works of God are
utterly indescribable. However, to humor Reason, i'e,
human folly, I wilt just act the fool and the stupid fellow
for once, and try by a little babbling, if I can make any
impression upon it . . '

i{o* th".t, Satan and man, being fallen and abandoned
by God, cannot will good, i.e., things which please God or
*U"ft Coa wills, bui are ever turned in the direction of
their own desires, so that they cannot but seek out their
own . So that which we call the rcmnant of nature in
Satan and wicked man, as being the creatures and work of
God, is no less subject to divine omnipotence and action

V
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(Era.;mus 33-37 )
Foreknouledge tnd N ecessity

. . . [715] Let the Diatribe invent and go on inventing,
Iet it cavil and cavil again, if God forekncw that Judas
would be a traitor, Judas bccamc a traitor of necessity, and
it was not in the porver of Judas, nor of any creature) to
altcr it, or change his will from that which God had Jore-
seen . . . [716] . . . If God be not deceivcd in that which
he foreknows, then that which He foreknows must of neces-
sity come to pass. Othcnvise, who could believe His
promises, who would fear His threatenings, if rrhat He
promised or thrcatened did not ncccssarily ensue? Hor+'
could FIe promise or threaten, if His foreknowledge deceives
Him or can be hindered by our mutability? This supremely
clear light of certain tnrth manifestly stops all mouths, puts
an end to all questions, gives forever victory over all evasive
subtlctics . . .

. , . 17191 . . . Of course, this seems to give the greatest
offensc to common sense or natural reason, that God, lvho
is proclaimed as being so full of mercy and goodness, should
of IIis or'r'n mere will abandon, harden and damn men, as
though delighted in the sins and great eternal torments of
the miscrable. It seems iniquitous, cruel, intoierable to think
thus of God. It has givcn offense to so many and many
great men down thc agcs. And who would not be offended?
I myself havc bcen offcndcd at it morc than once, even
unto the dccpcst abyss of dcspair, so far that I wished I had
never bccn made a man. That $'as before I knew how
hcalthgiving that despair was and how near it was to grace.
This is *'h1' so much toil and labor has been devoted to
excusing the goodness of God. and to accusing the will of
man. llerc thosc distinctions havc becn invented between
the ordinary wiil of God and the absolute will of God,
between the necessity of consequence and the necessity of

than all the rest of the creatures and works of God. Since
God moves.and works all in all, I{e necessarily -o,r", urrJworks even in Satan and wiclied man. But he works accord_
ing to rvhat they are and rvhat He finds them to be, i.e.,since thcy are penerted and evil, being car.i"a ulorrg Uithat motion of Divine Omnipotence, they cannot bu? dlwhar is perversr" and- evil. Ju.r as it is wirh a man riding ahorse lame on one foot or on rr\o fect. I l is riding coie-
sponds ro what rhe horse i". ' fhar i". rhe horse mov.i badly.
But  &hat  can lhe  man do? He is  r id ine  th is  hor . .  toqer l ,J r
*i l l  

T"l9 horses. This one co.s badly. thouqh 1t1e r"g"1 96well. -Llul rt cannot bc orher-wi.c. unless Lhe hor.c bc m.rJe
sound.

Here you see then that when God works in and by evil
man, evil deeds result. Yet God cannot do evil Himself,
for he is good. He uses evil instr-uments, which cannoi
:scape _the sway and motion of His Omnipotence. Thefault which accounts for cvil being done when God moves
to action Iies in thesc instruments which God does not allow
to lie idle . . Hence it is that the wickcd man cannot butalways err and sin, bccause under the impulse of divine
power he is not pcrrnitted to remain motionless, but must
wil l, desire and act according to his naturc . . . t710] . . .We are subject to God's u,orlins by mcre passi"e nccessity
. . . God is incessantly active in all l l is creat.,res. allowinl
none of thcm to ltcep holiday . . . He cannot but do cvil b!
o ,u r  r " \ r l  rns r 'ument - r l i t1 ,  e l r ) roueh Hc mrkes  good , .e  o t
l n r s  e v r l - l o r  I  l t .  n \ r n  q l o r y  l n d  l o r  o u r  . J l v i t i o n .  .  .  .  [ 7 1 2 J. . . God is God, for whosc will no causc or reason miy be
laid down as its rule and rneasure. For nothing is on a level
rvith it, not to spcak hieher. It is itsell the neasure of all
th inv . .  l f  any  ru le  o r  m, .d .u r r . .  o r  (au \ .  o r  reason ex i " ted
lo r  r r .  i r  cor r ld  no  Inn . , , r  1 , .  rhc  w i l l  o f  God.  Whar  God u  i l l s
rs  nor  r ie l r r  bccau.e  l le  ou , :h r  to  o r  rvas  bound to  so  w i l l .
L )n  rhe  r , 'n11xry .  r , r l ra r  taL . .  p lac"  ml . t  be  r igh t .  beceu,e
r1e !o \vt l ls  1t_
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the thing consequent) and many othcrs. But nothing has
been achieved by these means beyond imposing upon the
unlearned, by vain words and by "the contradictions of
so-called knowledge." 2a For alter all, a conscious convic-
tion has bcen left deeply rooted in the hearts of learned and
unlearned alike, whenever they have made a serious a1>
proach to this matter, so that they are aware that, if the
foreknowledge and omnipotence of God are admitted, we
must be under necessity . . .

Luthey's C onclusion

[75a] What I have to say on this point is as Iollows:
Man, before he is created to be man does and endeavors
nothing toward his being made a creature. And after he is
made and created, he does and cndeavors nothing toward
his prescrvation ar a crcature. Both his creation and his
preservation come to pass by the sole will of the omnipotent
power and goodness of God, who creates and preserves us
wi thout  ourse lves .  Yc t ,  God doe.  no t  work  in  u iw i t l rou t  us ,
because IIe created and prescn'es us for the very purpose
that He might work in us and we might cooperate with
Him, whether that occurs outside His kingdom and under
His general omnipotence, or within llis kingdom and under
the special power of His Spirit. So I say that ma:r, before
he is regenerated into the new creation of the Spirit,s king-
dom does and endeavors nothing to prepare himself, and
when he is regenerated he does and endeavors nothinq
toward his perceverance in that kingdom. The Spirit alone,
without ourselves, works both blessings in us, regenerating
us and preserving us when regenerated . . .

. . . [755] . . . I will not accept or tolerate that moderate
middle way which Erasmus would, with good intention, I
think, recommend to me: to allow a certain little to free
will, in order to remove the contradictions of Scripture and
' Ct.-t r;-o*'u e. ZO.
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the aforementioned difhculties. Thc case is not bettered,
nor anything gained by this middle way. Because, unless you
attributc all and everything to free will, as the Pelagians do,
the contradictions in Scripture still remain, merit and
rervard, the mcrcy and justice of God are abolished, and all
the difficultics which we try to avoid by allowing this
certain little ineffective powcr to free *'i11, remain just as
they were before. Therefore, we must go to extremes, deny
free will altogether and ascribc cverything to God !
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elsc, but that Christian righteousness exists rvithout the
works of the larv; the works of the law availing and effect-
ing nothing toward its attainment. As [Paul] says further
oni "For we reckon that a man is justified by faith inde'
pcndently of the works of thc law" (Romans 3,28). And
earlier he has said: "For by thc works of the law no human
being shall be justif icd" (Romans 3,20). From all this it is
clcarly manifest that the endcavor and effect of free will
are sirnply nothing. For if thc righteousness of God exists
without the law, and without the works of the law, how
shall it not much more exist without free will? The supreme
concern of free will is to exercisc itself in moral righteous-
ness, or the rvorks of that law by which its blindness and
impotency derive thcir assistance. But this word "without"

aboiishcs all morally good wofks, all moral righteousness
and all prcparations lor grace. Scrape together every power
you can think of as bclonging to free will and Paul will
still stand invincible saying, the lighteousness of God exists
without it! And though I should grant that free will by its
endeavors can adlance in some direction, namely, unto
good works, or unto the righteousness of the civil or moral
larn, it does yet not aclvance towards God's rightcousness,
nor does God in an,v respcct allow its devoted eflorts to be
u,'orthy unto gailing llis lighteousncss; for He says that
His righteousness stands without the law . .

Personal Cornt'ort in thc Doctrine ot' Bondage
. . . [783] . As for myself, I lrankly confess, that I

shorrld not want frcc $'i11 to lx: given me, even if it could
be. nor anything elsc be left in my own hands to enable me
to strive aftcr my salvation. And that, not mcrelyr because
in the facc o[ so many dangers, adversities and onslaughts
of devils, I could not stand my ground and hold fast my
free rvill for onc devil is stronger than all men, and on
thcsc terms no man could bc sar'ed but because, even
though there rrcrc no dangcrs, adversities or devils, I should
still be forccd to labor with no guarantee of success and to

S U M M A R Y
O N  T H E  B O N D A G E  O F  T H E  l V I L L ' ' 6

[756] We arc now coming to the last part of this book, in
rvhich, as I promised, I am bringing forward my orvn
rcsources against free will. Not that I shall producc them
all, for who could do that within the limits of this small
book, u'hen the wholc Scriptures, in evcry letter and iota,
stand on my side? There is no need, bccause free rvill lics
vanqui<hed and prostrate .rlready . . .

Doctrine of Saluation b1' Faith in Christ
Disproues Frce Will

. . . 17671 ... Paul now proclaims with full conl' idence
and authority: "But now thc righteousness of God has becn
made manifest independcntly of the Law, bcing attested by
the Larv and the Prophets: the rightcousness of God
through faith in Jesus Clrrist upon all who believe. For
there is no distinction, as all have sinned and have need of
the glory of God. They are justified lreely by his grace
through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus, u'hom
God has set forth as a propitiation by his blood through
faith, etc." (Rornans 3,21-25). Herc Paul utters very
thunderbolts against frce will. First, he says, the righteous-
ness of God $,ithout thc law is manifestcd. He distinguishes
thc rightcousness oI God from the righteousness of the Lan',
becausc thc righteousness of faith comes by grace, without
the law. This saying, "without the law" can mean nothing
* iv,r. lso-leo



r3o DISCOURSE ON FREE WILL

beat the air only. If I livcd and worked to all eternity. mv
consc iencc  wou ld  nerer  rea(h  comfor tab le  cer ta in lv 'a ,  to
how much i t  must  do  ro .a r is fy  Coc l .  Wh. r rcver  *o ,k  i ,  hud
done, there would still rcmain a scrupling as to whcther or
not it pleased God, or whether llc required somethinE
mole. The cxpetience of all who .eek 

-righLeousn.ss 
bi

works  proves  Iha t .  I  l ca rned i r  b1  L i le r  expnr ienc"  over  a
period of many years. But now that God has put my salva-
t ion  ou l  o f  the  cont ro l  o f  mv own u  i l l  and  pu i  i t  under  rhe
conlrol of His. and has promised ro ,au" ,n", not a,-cording
to my cffort or r unnins. but . . . acr^orcJing ro Hi" own grace
and mcrcy .  I  res t  fu l l y  a .surcd  rhar  He is  {a i rh fu l  and w i l l
not lie to meJ and that moreover He is ereat and porverful.
so  tha l  no  der i l s  and no  ad \e lc i l ins  can des t rov  H im or
p luc l  me our  o I  H is  hand I  a rn  cer ra in  rha i  I  p )ease
God, not by the merit of my rvorks, but by reason of His
merciful favor promised to me. So that, if I work too little
or badly, He does not impute it to me, but, like a father,
pardons  mc and mokes me bp( rer .  fh is  i s  rhe  gJory ing
which all the saints have in their God!

VII

C O N C  L U S  I O N  *

[786] I shall here end this book, though prepared, if neces-
saryr to pursue this Discussion still further . . And now,
my lriend Erasmus, I entreat you for Christ's sake to keep
your promise. You promised that you rvould willingly yield
to him rvho taught better than yourself . . . I confess that
you are a great man, adorned with many of God's noblest
gifts, rvith talent, learning and an almost miraculous elo-
quence) lvhereas I have and am nothing, excePt to glory in
being a Christian.

Moreoler, I give you hearty praise: alone, in contrast
to all othcrs, you have discussed thc real thing, i.e., the
essential point. You have not wearicd me with those irrele-
vant points about the Papacy, purgatory, indulgences and
such trifles . . . For that I heartily thank you . . .

Holever, if you cannot treat this issue difierently from
the rvay this Diatribe does, I pray you, remain content with
your own gift and study, adorn and promote literature and
the lanliuagcs, as hitherto you have done to great advantage
and with much credit. I confess that your studies have also
helped mc. For them I honor and sincerely respect you. But
God has not willed yet, nor granted you to be equal [to the
subject mattcr of this debate]. [787] I entreat you, do not
think mc arrogant, when I pray that the Lord may speedily
makc you as much superior to mc in these matters, as you
are supcrior to me in all others. It is nothing new for God
to instruct a l{oses by a Jethro, or to teach a Paul by an
* w.A. 786-787
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Ananias. And as to what you say, "you have greatly missed
the mark, if you are ignorant of Christ": I think you see
yoursel{ how matters stand. But not all will err, if you or I
may err. God is glorificd in a wonderful way in His saints!
So that we may consider those being saints that are larthcst
from sanctity. Nor is it an unlikely thing that you, as being
a man, should fail to understa[d aright, and to note with
sufficient care, the Scriptures, or the sayings of the Fathers,
under whose guidance you imagine you cannot miss the
mark.

That you have failed is quite clear from this: "you assert
nothing, but have made comparisons." One u'ho is fully
acquainted with the mattcr and understands it, does not
write like that. On the contrary, in this book of mine, I
have not made comparisonsJ but have assertcd and still do
assert. f wish none to becomc judges, but urge ali men to
submit!

May the Lord whose cause this is, enlighten you and
makc you a vessel of honor and glory. Amen.


