How is Luther able to balance these two truths?

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

A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all."

Are we able to see the influence of this philosophy in Luther's 

decision to marry Catherine of Bora and in his enjoyment of food and drink?

Before attempting to answer the above question, there is a need to further understand what Luther means by his statement.

What does it mean to be free?

What does it mean to be a servant?

Can a person be free and yet a servant at the same time?

How can this paradox be resolved?



*
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It seems easier for many of us to accept the second statement rather than the first -

It seems easier to accept the fact that a Christian is a servant -

the fact that a Christian has duties and responsibilities -

Responsibilities to God and to other people.

It seems easier to accept that God requires us to be servants -

Is he not the King of Kings, the Ruler of all Creation?

As God's creatures, as God's subjects, as God's children, 

are we not expected to serve him?

And in serving God, are we not expected to serve others as well?

The subsequent question then is, if God expects us to be servants, 

what is the kind of service that God desires?

Is it a form of service that is bound by duty?

Is it an onerous form of subservience that is to be perfunctorily carried out 

because of a burdensome sense of responsibility?

Or, is the service we offer to God the means by which we compel God to bless us?

Is there an immutable law in which we automatically gain God's favour 

when we serve him?

And is the service that we perform to others the Spiritual Third Law
 by which 

we secure benefits for ourselves?

What is the real motivation behind our acts of service?

What is the type of service that God desires?

Any form of service that is done out of a moribund sense of duty,

or out of a desire for personal advantage fall short of the ideal that God desires.

Thus, we are led to the following conclusions:

Service is only meaningful if it is done freely.

Service is only meaningful if it is done in an attitude of love,

with no desire for personal gain.

As Luther states:

"...he does works out of spontaneous love in obedience to God 

and considers nothing except the approval of God, 

whom he would most scrupulously obey in all things."

Thus, from our starting point of service, we are led to the issue of freedom.
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Service is not the means by which righteousness is obtained.

Otherwise, this service is not truly offered.

Even if service were the means by which righteousness is obtained,

we would be unable to perform it.

As Luther states, this is not what God requires:


"...no good work helps justify or save an unbeliever..."

What is surprising is that Luther makes the obverse statement in the next breath:


"...no evil work makes him wicked or damns him..."

It is not service or work that saves or damns a person!

It is rather belief or unbelief in Christ that justifies or condemns a person.

There is a sense that a Christian is free to do anything for their actions 

(with the exception of unbelief) does not impact their salvation.

How are we to understand the freedom that Christ offers?

Is this freedom a license to sin?

Are we to sin blatantly, then confess and rejoice in Christ?

How is this freedom to be understood?

Luther writes:


"Our faith in Christ does not free us from works, 

but from false opinions concerning works, that is,

from the foolish assumption that justification is acquired by works."

The freedom that Luther speaks of is thus not an unencumbered freedom that gives license to every permissible and imaginable form of activity.

Rather, Luther's freedom is a freedom from the "false opinions" on the efficacy of our works with regard to justification.

There is still an insistence on service as a boundary to restrict ourselves from the 

excesses of unfettered freedom.

"... in the liberty of the Spirit, [a Christian] is to serve others and the authorities themselves and obey their will freely and out of love."

Freedom then, is the starting point from which service is rendered.
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Our discussion has thus come full circle.

Let us revisit Luther's statement:

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

A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all."

Whereas the firm existence on either one truth at the exclusion of the other leads to error,  the insistence on both truths at the same time act as a counterweight to the opposing truth.

Just as a Gothic arch is held in place by its two opposing halves, Luther insists that

these two opposing truths be held in order to support the monument called Truth.

There is a sense that the errors of our present age are due unfettered freedom.

Freedom of the individual is held as an inalienable right from which we derive our other rights - The Charter of Rights and Freedoms of Canada and the U.S. Constitution 

virtually guarantee that our personal freedom is inviolable
.

The message to our generation is that freedom needs to be balanced with a sense of duty and service to others in order to prevent the inherent self-destructive tendencies of freedom that primarily originate from our sinful nature.  Our sinful nature when presented with freedom, exhibits a natural inclination towards sin.

The errors that Luther faced, perhaps lie in the opposite end.

In Luther’s time, the prevalent view was that a committed Christian is held bound by a multitude of  duties and responsibilities.

This demand for holiness without the freedom of grace produces an unbearable burden.

Perhaps, this is what caused Luther to make one of his most provocative statements:

"sin bravely, but believe even more and rejoice in Christ"

If our justification were dependant on our works,

we would be hesitant to admit our sinfulness -

For to admit our sinfulness would be to deny our own righteousness.

And this lead to self-condemnation.

The grace of God enables us to be "brave" in acknowledging our sin.

We are able to free ourselves from the duplicity in our consciences - 

where we pretend that we are righteous when we know we are sinful

and it is this freedom that enables us to live life to the full.

Our lives are not to be lived in constant fear of offending God 

through some inadvertent sin.

Our lives are not to be found in a cloistered existence where pleasure is shunned 

in order to avoid succumbing to fleshly temptations.

We are not called to a dour Christianity where joys are stifled in order to 

exhibit a pseudo-piety and false-holiness.

Luther's servant cannot serve unless he is free.

And it is out of this sense of freedom that Luther makes the choices he makes.

As Oberman observes,

"Luther's often shocking battle for inner freedom included 

defending pleasure and merriment"

What was the environment in which Luther's views emerged?

The monastic movement emerged as a reaction to the excesses in the church.

The desert monk Anthony is an example of an individual's response to forsake the world and seek God.  Augustine was influenced by Anthanasius' Life of Anthony.

Luther's participation in the Augustinian monastery meant that he was acquainted with the view that a committed Christian was to lead a life of simplicity and austerity.  However, it is possible for this monastic reaction to swing to the opposite extreme - 

from unchecked freedom to strict rigidity and restriction.

It is this austere form of religious piety that Luther reacts against.

As such, Luther's thinking caused a shift in the way leadership was perceived:

"The Reformation had to take leave of the centuries-old ideal of the charismatic leader who, as an ascetic man of God, forsakes all things 'worldly'."

Luther's rejection of this strict asceticism enabled him to contemplate 

breaking his monastic vows (and Catherine's breaking her vows as well) and 

entertain the prospect of marriage.

Luther saw the Devil as maligning marriage and making it shameful.

He responds to this with:

"Whoever is ashamed of marriage is also ashamed of being human."

Luther saw that the Devil had imposed an unjustifiable injunction against marriage.

Celibacy when chosen freely has value. Celibacy with the intent of producing holiness does not have value.  For Luther, holiness, and righteousness, and salvation are the products of God's grace to be received by faith.  The efficacy of celibacy and marriage with respect to producing holiness are irrelevant.  Luther is thus able to his freedom as a Christian to marry Catherine of Bora.

As Oberman comments:

"... the excommunicated heretic understood his marriage to Catherine of Bora, 

the runaway nun, as a God-given answer to diabolical holiness."
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Another prevalent view that Luther opposed was one that arose from a Greek ideal of intellect and reason.  This was a view that denied “lower” forms of pleasure for “higher” ones.  It was a view that said:


"The nobility of man is far above God's lowly creation - 

eating, drinking, clothes, food, wife and children."

The temptation to sin arises from the senses - lust and gluttony - being prime examples.  This view drew the conclusion that it is the sensate world that produces sin.

As such, holiness, involves rejecting these "worldly" pleasures and pursing asceticism.

Luther's objection is that it is not the activity of fasting and denying the flesh 

that produce righteousness so much as the grace of God.

Luther's freedom enables him to enjoy the world of the senses,

He sees the sensate experience as an integral part of God's creation.

In contrast to the ascetic, Luther is able to write:


"We are living excellently... 

The local wine is good, and the Maumberg beer is very good;"

Perhaps Luther's attitude towards living a life of freedom as a Christian can be summarized in the following words:

"Who loves not women, wine and song, 

will never be a 'fool [for Christ]' his whole life long"

Thus, not only is Luther free to marry Catherine, Luther is free to fully enjoy 

all aspects of his marriage relationship with her.

In summary, Luther is able to recognize some of the shortcomings in the view of piety of his time.  The piety that he opposes is the sort that seeks to restrain natural passions and desires in order to produce righteousness.  Luther opposes this by his teaching on the grace of God.  This grace enables Luther to experience freedom as a Christian.

For Luther, theology is not an academic exercise.  Instead it permeates all aspects of life –  food, drink, marriage and family:


"A just does not become spiritual through faith, he lives out of faith;


and this our life is created and intended by God."
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