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How Do I FIND A GrRAcCIOUS GOD?

Bernd Oberdorfer

PARADISE REDISCOVERED: LUTHER’S DISCOVERY
OF THE FREE GIFT OF RIGHTEOUSNESS

In 1545, the year before his death, Martin Luther returned to past events that
had turned him into the Reformer that he had become. Reading his report,
we can sense the strong emotions that continued to move him, even after
thirty years had passed. He wrote how repeatedly he came across the term
“God’s righteousness,” and how he “hated” it. He had thought that it meant
the righteousness with which God judged and punished. Luther became a
monk because he took God’s commandments particularly seriously, which
meant that he felt that he could never do everything right for God. Despite
all his efforts, he continued to feel like a sinner and feared God’s wrath. He
saw Christ not as a savior but a severe judge, who convicted him for good
reason. However, soon he came to understand the phrase “God’s righteous-
ness” in an entirely new way, namely, as the righteousness that God grants
us, although we do not deserve it, the righteousness that God allows us to
share in freely, i.e., by grace alone and without us having to do anything
for it. “I had the feeling,” he would write later, “that I was born again and
entered into paradise through opened doors.” This joyous experience is
the very core of Luther’s theology, and would become the driving impulse
for the entire Reformation. Luther’s desperate question, How can I find a
gracious God?—what can and must I do for my salvation?—was answered
with the promise of redemption: We cannot and do not have to do anything
for our salvation as God has already given us everything that we need in
Christ. Christ took the deadly consequences of our sin upon himself on
the cross so that we no longer need to bear it ourselves, and grants us new
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SALVATION: NOT FOR SALE

life. Luther used the image of an unequal marriage to illustrate this: A
rich man marries a poor, indebted woman and does not only take on her
debt but allows her to have a share in his entire wealth.

SALVATION FOR SALE? LUTHER’S CRITIQUE
OF THE SALE OF INDULGENCES

1t is no wonder that Luther’s conflict with the church of his time was ignited
by the practice of indulgences which brought economic thinking into the
realm of faith. It was of course (at least theoretically) plain to see that it
was not salvation itself that was “for sale” with the indulgences. They only
provided believers, whose sins had already been forgiven through their
confession, with the opportunity to purchase “letters of indulgence” as
a means of reducing the amount of time they would have to spend being
cleansed of sin in purgatory. It was also emphasized that God would only
reward this payment by grace. Nevertheless this doctrine allowed it to
appear as if it were the path to salvation itself that was on sale. Moreover,
it created the impression that the church could arbitrarily place the gift of
salvation through Christ on the market. Luther protested against this on
31 October 1517 with his Ninety-Five Theses, in which he stated that, with
his call to repentance, Christ did not mean a particular church ritual but,
rather, an attitude that should permeate every Christian’s life. The church,
Luther added, did not have the right to intervene in how believers fared
after death. It would, furthermore, contradict God’s goodness, if the church
were only to pass on part of God’s gifts of grace to its flock if they were
to pay. God grants salvation completely and unconditionally. Luther also
criticized that the sale of indulgences was being used to finance St Peter’s
Basilica, and thought the pope should have used his own fortune instead.

The Ninety-Five Theses demonstrate how the theological understanding
of freely granted righteousness became, for Luther, a standard to gauge and
position church doctrine and practice. Luther further developed and defined
this understanding in the course of subsequent disputes. This would lead
to what is now described as the Reformation doctrine of “justification by
faith alone,” an outline of which will be presented in the following.

JUSTIFICATION BY FAITH ALONE

Already medieval theology shared the conviction that we cannot actually
earn our own salvation. It, too, regarded salvation as a gift of grace. The
idea that God expected a least an initial step on our part was, however,
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popular during Luther’s lifetime. If we did the little that was in our own
meager power, the idea went, God, in God’s pure grace, would reward us
with something infinitely greater, namely eternal salvation. This may sound
very good at first. The Reformers recognized, however, that we ultimately
turn our gaze inward with a view to our own abilities. The question then
remains, Have [ done enough? Have [ truly done the little that God expects
of me? It then becomes unclear as to whether God will really reward us. Or
it is just the other way around: We gaze inward and believe ourselves to
be leading good religious and moral lives and conclude that we have done
enough. Proud of ourselves, we expect that God will reward us with eternal
life because we have deserved it. This inward looking can consequently
lead either to desperation or to pride, desperation in the sense of not even
living up to God’s modest expectations, or pride in having fulfilled them.
This pride, however, can give way to desperation at any time, whenever
doubts arise, about whether we have actually deserved our salvation.

When people look only at themselves it results in this vacillation
between pride and desperation. For Luther the way out of this hopeless
situation was to turn one’s gaze from oneself to look solely toward God.
God is not waiting for us to approach God; God does not link our salvation
to the condition that we first do something to achieve it. “Justification
by faith alone” means not trusting in our own abilities but solely in God.
Faith means trusting that God has already done all that is necessary for
our salvation when Christ took everything upon himself that we ourselves
have to answer for.

The reason why God views us as righteous does not lie within ourselves.
Righteousness “before God” derives entirely “from God.” The Reformers
expressed this with the expression iustitia externa, i.e., our righteousness
comes from outside of us, or iustitia aliena, “alien righteousness.” This does
not come thanks to a quality or achievement that we find within ourselves,
but instead by God imputing Christ’s righteousness to us. This means
that God, as it were, “views” Christ “into us.” When God looks at us, God
sees Christ in us, or, more specifically, God sees the sinless Christ in us
sinners. With his “creative” vision, God “views” the salvation into us that
Christ has won for us.

Distinctions were made later between an “effective” and an “imputative”
justification, and between “making” people righteous and “speaking” them
righteous. It was often claimed that only “speaking” people righteous was
appropriate for the Lutheran understanding of justification. This could be
meant either positively or critically. On the positive side, one could say that
alien righteousness,” according to Lutheran doctrine, could never truly
become a quality of one’s own, never a property of people themselves. We
“are” righteous only in the eyes of God, and we “experience” ourselves to be
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righteous only by allowing ourselves to be spoken so by God’s Word and by
trusting in this Word. The criticism was lodged, however, that nothing in
fact happened when people are spoken righteous, as they are not changed
in the process. Is being spoken righteous not then in fact ineffective?

The Reformers would have thought this distinction to be artificial and
inappropriate. They were indeed convinced that God’s Word was always
creative. When God “speaks” someone righteous, God also “makes” them
righteous. If we trust and believe in God’s Word, we can be assured that
we are also judged to be righteous by God. This assurance that God’s
judgment is valid and true without any limitations is, at its core, what the
Reformers ultimately understood as “faith.” It was not mere chance that
Luther, in his Small Catechism, translated the word “amen” as: “This is
most certainly true.”

The Reformers, however, also maintained that the gift of righteousness
can never be established objectively. We cannot “prove” that we are righ-
teous. That is and remains an act of faith that cannot simply be translated
into demonstrable knowledge. This applies even more with regard to oth-
ers: There are no empirical traits that allow us to know, without a doubt,
whether someone is in a state of grace—or not.

This is indeed the meaning of the famous Lutheran phrase simul iustus
et peccator, “simultaneously just and sinner.” While this is often understood
as if justification does not change anything in our status as sinners, it is
not meant that way. It is in fact meant to express that we are only righteous
when we look at ourselves, as it were, through God’s eyes. We are truly
and fully righteous in God’s eyes. If we look directly at ourselves, however,
we will recognize that we are sinners and that we do not live our lives in
accordance with our Creator’s will. The phrase makes it again clear that
our salvation comes entirely thanks to God; justification does not give us
possession of anything either that we could bring before God, if need be.
Salvation is and remains unearned.

JUSTIFICATION AND ETHICS

Luther’s doctrine of justification by faith alone was, from the very begin-
ning, vulnerable to the critique that it meant that human action does not
matter. If God grants us salvation “for free,” if we cannot and need not do
anything for it, do we not lose an important reason to do good and avoid
evil? Why should we help our neighbor if we no longer need to fear God’s
wrath? From the early days of the Reformation, Luther grappled with this
objection and explained the significance of “good works.” He maintained
without reservation, however, that we cannot earn salvation through our

10



BERND OBERDORFER - How Do I FIND A Gracious Gop?

actions. This does not make “good works” unnecessary or unimportant,
though. On the contrary, they are important, but they are not a precondi-
tion but a consequence of salvation.

Luther expanded on this particularly eloquently in his writing “On
the Freedom of a Christian.” Because God has already given us everything
we need for our eternal salvation through Christ and in Christ, we are
freed from worrying about ourselves. We no longer need to work hard to
secure our own lives and to grab ahold of what we think we need to this
end. Fear is the strongest reason for the greed in which the Apostle Paul
already recognized the nature of sin (cf. Rom 7). Relieved of this fear for
our own well-being, we can be there selflessly for others and look out for
their well-being instead. Luther explained that it was precisely because
we were free in Christ that we could act in service to others. And because
we do this now freely, we no longer understand the commandments as
being an external compulsion; we do them gladly and of our own accord.
Justification is therefore the source of our love for our neighbors. We es-
sentially pass on the joy to our neighbors that we receive by being accepted
by God in Christ. Luther was thus able to say that we ourselves become
“Christ” to our neighbors.?

Luther was enough of a realist to see that this does not always work
out. He often spoke of our earthly lives being a series of new beginnings.
We are often our own worst enemies and need to come to terms with a still
incomplete world. Selflessness must therefore be relearned time and again.
Luther was even able to derive a good reason for asceticism from this. He
no longer, however, meant the particular self-denial of monks, but also
and especially the “every-day service,” i.e., the dutiful fulfillment of tasks
in our social lives, as when parents bring up their children, farmers till
their fields, or public servants carry out their various duties. In doing so,
they do not focus on their own interests but use their energies for others.
The Lutheran work ethic is thus an expression of fulfilled selflessness and
love for one’s neighbor put into practice.

This does, however, involve one particular danger: If the “freedom of
a Christian” is translated into the selfless fulfillment of duties, it can also
get lost in that context. The “freedom from ...” threatens to be suffocated
by the “freedom to ...” Justification must not be reduced to a mere initial
step toward action (freed only to serve) as the liberating gospel could then
again become a restrictive law.

2 WA 7,35.
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CHURCH DIVIDING NO MORE? THE JOINT DECLARATION
ON THE DOCTRINE OF JUSTIFICATION

In the sixteenth century, justification by faith alone marked a distinction
between the Reformation doctrine and that of the Roman Catholic Church.
While religious dialogue did lead to some degree of rapprochement (e.g.,
Regensburg in 1541}, Lutherans would continue to perceive Catholics as
seeking justification through works. At the Council of Trent, the Roman
Catholic Church, for its part, expressly rejected the doctrine of justifica-
tion by faith alone. This appeared to them to deny human responsibility.
The two positions thus distinguished themselves from one another. The
twentieth century would, however, see a great variety of new experiences
of ecumenical community. This has cast doubt on the continuation of the
old state of mutual rejection and led to new dialogues. One question that
arose in the process was whether the mutual doctrinal condemnations of the
Reformation era were really based on a proper understanding of the other
side, or whether positions were in fact being rejected that they did not even
hold. Another question was whether essentially the same objectives were
perhaps being pursued, but using different manners of thinking, speaking
and nuance. Following several decades of intensive research and dialogue,
the Lutheran World Federation and the Pontifical Council for Promoting
Christian Unity signed the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification
in Augshurg in 1999. While the declaration does not pretend that there
do not continue to be serious differences between the confessions in their
understanding of justification, it attests to a consensus in basic truths on
the doctrine of justification, which, in turn, permits us to view any differ-
ences as no longer posing a strict division between the churches. Even the
Roman Catholic Church now emphasizes that nobody can “earn” salvation,
while Lutherans are clear about faith becoming palpable and manifesting
itself through how we live our lives. This allows for a common description
of the basic fundaments of the process of justification.

JUSTIFICATION TODAY

It has been asked, time and again, whether the Lutheran doctrine of
justification can still have meaning for us today. Unlike the sixteenth
century, not many people today live their lives in fear of God’s severe and
final judgment. The question of God’s grace, which Luther grappled with
so extensively, has often lost its ability to torment us, or does not even
come up in the first place. The idea that we are held accountable by God
and therefore need to confess our failure, and that we can only place our
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hopes in God’s unfounded forgiveness, now appears to many to be a dark
shadow that darkens our lives and prevents us from having a basic positive
attitude. Viewed from this perspective, it is that type of pessimism that
itself leads to the dire situation and the need for Christ as a redeemer in
the first place, while what humanity actually needs is to be saved from the
oppressive idea that it requires salvation. Many Christians even question
whether God’s creation is actually given enough appreciation when human
sinfulness is emphasized so strongly. Others ask critically whether Luther’s
rejection of active human participation in their salvation does not in fact
disregard human freedom, the very freedom, however, in which human
dignity is itself rooted. Neither Luther’s questions nor his answers would
thus appear to remain applicable to us today.

But people of course still live in fear for themselves, even today. They
yearn to be accepted unconditionally just as they are confronted by demands
and fear not being able to meet them. They experience pressure, both in their
work and in their domestic and family lives, and although they try hard
and do everything they can, they are still often left with the feeling of not
having met expectations. Other people sense that their gifts and abilities
are not recognized or put to proper use when they cannot find work or are
seen by society as “unproductive” due to their age, illness, or weakness.
Still others suffer as poverty robs them of the opportunity to participate
actively in society or to train their skills to put to use there. And there are
those who feel marginalized due to their ethnic background, their gender
or their lifestyle. The yearning to be accepted and dignified as a person is
in no way less strong than it was in Luther’s times. This applies to guilt
as well. People today also live with a sense of guilt, are ashamed of their
behavior and are plagued by self-chastisement. They know that they cannot
undo what is done or make it better, and yearn for forgiveness and a new
beginning, even as they know that they have not deserved it.

One often hears that “justification by faith alone” focuses too strongly
on the negative experience of failure and guilt, is too one-sided, and no
longer meshes with the way modern people feel about life. Even Christians
today can feel more open than in earlier times to a yearning for earthly
happiness, and recognize in it a reflection of eternal salvation. This needs
not, however, contradict justification by faith alone. The experience of
happiness also includes the understanding that success and fulfillment
remain beyond our control, despite all of our efforts, and thus remain an
unearned gift, giving us reason for joyous thanks.

The doctrine of justification by faith alone can thus continue to have
a meaning for us today that liberates us, provides us relief and gives us
courage. The doctrine can raise our awareness for how God affirms us
unconditionally. God has already accepted us before we can do anything

’
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for it. God respects us even when we are not able to find any respect for
ourselves. God offers dignity even when people degrade and despise others.
God opens up new horizons when situations seem hopeless. God frees us
to take new action when we are otherwise paralyzed. “By faith alone” can
mean that this affirmation, this acceptance, this dignity, this encouragement,
this new hope—all of this is a gift. And like every true gift, it is voluntary,
beyond our control, and cannot be coerced or sold. “By faith alone” is a
message that remains important today: Salvation, a new and authentic life
in faith is “not for sale,” we do not need continually to recalculate whether
we have enough of our own “capital” to purchase it.

Filled with fear, Luther asked, How can I find a gracious God? And
he wrestled long and hard with the question. The answer that ultimately
emerged is simple and continues to hold great significance today: We do
not need to find this God—we already have this God.

(QUUESTIONS

What does it mean to you, to be “justified by faith alone”? How
does this impact your understanding of life?

Where do you experience “gifts of grace” in your life?
How do you see the role of ‘good works”?

What would you describe as your “everyday worship”?
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