
MARTIN LUTHER: 

FAITH AND WORKS 

____________ 

 

A Paper 

Presented to 

Dr. James Mook 

____________ 

 

In Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the Class 

History of Christian Doctrine 

____________ 

 

by 

David Ermold 

Box:  W491 

December 17, 2008 



Introduction 

 In the first thousand years of church history, advances in systematic soteriology 

were few and far between.  Occasionally a theologian would come along, such as 

Augustine, who would expound on some critical issues, but development really began to 

take shape with the works of Anselm and Abelard in the eleventh century.  At that time, 

two major theories were set forth as to the work of Christ.  Anselm posited that Christ’s 

death was a propitiatory sacrifice, while Abelard believed that it should have a moral 

influence in man’s life. 

 These views impacted soteriological thought permanently, even if they were 

sometimes used as themes to which other theologians wrote variations.  For example, 

even within Anselmic thought, there were differences of opinion concerning the efficacy 

and application of Christ’s death.  Two major stems of thought – that of Roman 

Catholicism and Protestantism – came to a head in the early 1600s.  The former 

attempted to fuse faith and works, while the latter emphasized that faith alone is all that is 

needed for eternal life. 

 Luther, the main subject of this paper, felt strongly about this doctrine: “If this 

doctrine [of justification by faith alone] be lost, then is also the whole knowledge of truth, 

life and salvation lost and gone.  If this doctrine flourish, then all good things flourish, 

religion, the true service of God, the glory of God, the right knowledge of all things and  
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states of life.”
1
  It is this distinction between the Roman Catholic and Lutheran doctrines 

of justification that revolutionized Christianity in the early 1600s.  What, then, is the 

difference, and does it matter? 

 

The Theology of Roman Catholicism 

 Berkhof aptly summarizes the Roman Catholic view when he writes: 

“Justification… includes on the part of God the infusion of sanctifying grace and the 

forgiveness of sins, and on the part of man the turning of his free will to God through 

faith and contrition.”
2
  In other words, God begins the work of justification through the 

death of His Son and infusing a measure of grace into a person.  At that point, the person 

must respond appropriately in faith and contrition. 

 This synergistic soteriology finds its basis in Anselmic thought.  Christ’s death 

was propitiatory, satisfying God’s righteousness, but not in a complete sense.  It merely 

provides the power for people to merit justification, which Hannah summarizes as “the 

gradual, experiential infusion of righteousness, not an instantaneous nonexperiential 

imputation.”
3
  The means of receiving this grace is found in and through the Church, and 

it can be called justifying grace only in that it serves as “the basis and root of 

                                                 
 

 
1
Martin Luther, “Commentary on Galatians,” Martin Luther: Selections from His Works (ed. John 

Dillenberger; New York: Anchor Books, 1962) 100. 

 

 
2
Louis Berkhof, The History of Christian Doctrines (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 2002) 213. 

 

 
3
John Hannah, Our Legacy (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2001) 224.  Wriedt notes why 

Luther hated this system: “No wonder then that in retrospect Luther accused his monastic teachers and 

ecclesiastical theologians of the way they spoke of Christ exclusively as the judge to whom account had to 

be given and good works had to be shown.  Christ was not shown to his advantage as a comforter, savior, 

and redeemer but as a tyrant.” Markus Wriedt, “Luther’s Theology,” The Cambridge Companion to Martin 

Luther (ed. Donald McKim; New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2003) 89. 



 3

justification.”
4
  There are seven ways that someone can merit justification in Roman 

Catholic theology, called the sacraments.  Hannah calls them “the means whereby the 

merit of Christ is accredited to the account of the faithful.”
5
  They are baptism, the Lord’s 

Supper, confirmation, penance, extreme unction, ordination, and marriage.
6
 

 The interplay between faith and works impacts more than simply a person’s 

justification.  It also affects their assurance.  Since meritorious works are necessary to 

ensure final justification, one can never be sure that they will do enough, or persevere to 

the point, where they can know that they have eternal life.
7
  It may very well be that the 

doctrine of assurance was one of the catalysts that pushed Martin Luther to develop his 

theology of justification. 

 

The Theology of Martin Luther 

 Martin Luther was an Augustinian monk who spent the majority of his life 

ministering in Wittenberg, Germany.  By his late 20s, he had earned his doctor of 

theology degree and began teaching others what he had learned.  Throughout his early 
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teaching career, he came to realize that Paul’s teachings concerning justification were not 

in line with what the Roman Catholic Church was setting forth.  When John Tetzel began 

selling indulgences for the release of souls from purgatory, Luther was no longer able to 

keep silent about his disagreement.  On October 31, 1517, Martin Luther posted his 

Ninety-five Theses to the church door in Wittenberg, effectively beginning the Protestant 

Reformation. 

 

The Role of Faith 

 Although the theses themselves dealt more with the abuse of indulgences rather 

than the doctrines of soteriology that are now known for coming out of the Reformation, 

the act sparked everything that followed.  In the ensuing disputes between Luther and the 

Roman Catholic Church, Luther’s views on faith as the sole method of justification came 

to the forefront.  He saw faith, justification, and salvation all as gifts from God.  The only 

one who works to bring about a person’s salvation is God. 

 

 Faith alone justifies.  In fighting the sacramental system of the Roman Catholic 

Church, Luther was adamant that works played no part in the gospel or justification.  To 

that end, he wrote: “The gospel demands no works to make us holy and to redeem us.  

Indeed, it condemns such works, and demands only faith in Christ… Thus it is not by our 

own works… that He makes us righteous.”
8
  Countering the Roman Catholic position, he 
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states that it is “misleading when they teach us to prepare ourselves for grace by our 

works.”
9
  In other words, Luther thought that in order for someone to have eternal life, all 

they had to do was believe in Christ.  This stood in stark contrast to the Roman Catholics, 

who held to their synergistic justification.  It was strange to him that works should be a 

means of receiving grace. 

 Luther’s position was augmented by his view of grace.  In order for salvation to 

be by grace through faith, man could not do or say anything on his own accord to merit it, 

or even bring it about.  He writes: “The Word… cannot be received and cherished by any 

works… [The soul] is justified by faith alone and not any works; for if it could be 

justified by anything else, it would not need the Word, and consequently it would not 

need faith.”
10

  This is in line with his teaching concerning election, in that he feels 

strongly that every aspect of justification is brought about by the sovereign decree of 

God. 

 

 Passive righteousness.  As justification deals with declaring a person righteous, 

Luther thought it important to write concerning what righteousness is.  Luther saw two 
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kinds of righteousness discussed in the Bible.  The first kind, having to do with 

justification by faith, is called passive righteousness.  It is that righteousness “with which 

merciful God justifies us by faith.”
11

  This is the “primary” righteousness whereby a 

believer has the “same righteousness” as Christ, serving as the basis for the believer’s 

own active righteousness.
12

  Passive righteousness can be called thus because it is comes 

to the believer passively – God imparts it to them.
13

  It is that righteousness that comes by 

faith which results in justification, being declared righteous. 

 

 The content of faith.  Passive righteousness comes from an understanding of the 

gospel, which Luther described as “the proclamation of Christ the son of God and David, 

truly God and man.  By His death and resurrection, He has conquered sin, death, and hell 

for us and all who believe in him.”
14

  In no case should anything, neither Christ’s other 

works nor the unbeliever’s own, be added to this gospel in order to affect justification.
15
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The Role of Works 

 Inasmuch as Luther focused on justification by faith alone, he was equally 

adamant that the justified person would produce works in accordance with their position: 

“For if (good) works and love do not blossom forth, it is not genuine faith, the gospel has 

not yet gained a foothold, and Christ is not yet rightly known.”
16

  If, however, someone 

has believed, they will do good works “willingly and gladly.”
17

  While Luther, and the 

Reformers in general, was known for his stance on faith alone, he “[does] not reject good 

works,” but, “cherish and teach them as much as possible.”
18

  It all depends on what part 

of salvation one wishes to add works to the equation.  Elsewhere, he writes: “Works do 

neither form nor adorn my faith, but my faith formeth and adorneth charity.”
19

 

 Even with this emphasis on works following faith, one needs to be careful not to 

insist that these works somehow merit final justification, which would be the Roman 

Catholic view.
20

  They are merely indicators of grace.  Works serve to prove that 

someone is found righteous before God.  Luther writes: “[Works] proceed from faith, 

and, like good fruits, prove that the man himself is already righteous at heart in God’s 

                                                 
 

 
16
Luther, “Preface to New Testament,” 18. 

 

 
17
Luther, “Romans,” 24.  The whole quote is as follows: “The man of faith, without being driven, 

willingly and gladly seeks to do good to everyone, serve everyone, suffer all kinds of hardships, for the 

sake of the love and glory of the God who has shown him such grace.  It is impossible, indeed, to separate 

works from faith, just as it is impossible to separate heat and light from fire.” 

 

 
18
Luther, “Freedom,” 72. 

 

 
19
Luther, “Galatians,” 122. 

 

 
20
“Whenever they see that it is no followed either by an improvement in morals or by good works, 

while much is still being said about faith, they fall into the error of declaring that faith is not enough, that 

we must do ‘works’ if we are to become upright and attain salvation.”  Luther, “Romans,” 23. 



 8

sight.”
21

  Even though “we shall be justified apart from works… when justified, we shall 

not continue without works.”
22

 

 Works, therefore, do not justify a person, nor do they make a believer more holy.  

Any factor of holiness that a believer attains is through faith alone.  On the contrary, 

works are so that a Christian “may not be idle and may provide and keep his body” and 

so that they “may please God.”
23

 

 

 Motivation to works.  In expounding upon the importance of works in a believer’s 

life, Luther attempts to make clear that works are to be no way added to the equation of 

justification by faith.  Instead, they should be motivated by love to do works after they 

are justified: “The works themselves do not justify him before God, but he does the 

works out of spontaneous love in obedience to God and considers nothing except the 

approval of God.”
24

  One must be careful, however, to make sure to have the proper 

motivation in performing works: “Should [one] grow so foolish, however, as to presume 
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to become righteous, free, saved, and a Christian by means of some good work, he would 

instantly lose faith and all its benefits.”
25

 

 

 Freedom from the Law.
26

  Luther believed that justification by faith freed 

someone from the effects of the Law.  Even though the Law was never meant to justify 

with which to begin, the believer is now free towards it in all respects.  Nevertheless, the 

work wrought by the Spirit in the believer “gives us the happiness and freedom at which 

the law aims; and this shows that good works really proceed from faith.”
27

 

 The unregenerate man has no ability to fulfill the Law at all; however, Luther 

believed that the believer should seek to fulfill it, though not for the purpose of 

justification.  If a believer does work, it is not for their own glory, but for God’s: “Works, 

being inanimate things, cannot glorify God, although they can, if faith is present, be done 

to the glory of God.”
28

  

 

 Faith and antinomianism.  Many were using Luther’s teachings on faith alone 

being necessary for justification in order to completely do away with the importance of 

works at any point.  He is adamant that the “freedom of faith” should not be turned into 
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an “occasion for the flesh,” thinking that “now all things are allowed them.”
29

  Evidently, 

his readers were taking Luther to mean that works were so far removed from justification 

and eternal life that they could live however they wished.
30

  This, however, was not the 

case. 

 

 Active righteousness.  With passive righteousness having already been 

considered, it is important to note a second kind of righteousness about which Luther 

wrote: active, or proper, righteousness.  Even though active may suggest that the believer 

performs it totally on their own, this is not the case.  It is not “because we alone work it, 

but because we work with that first and alien righteousness.”
31

  It can be rightly called the 

“product of the righteousness of the first type, actually its fruit and consequence.”
32

  

Active righteousness leads a believer to be outwardly righteous, although “this 

righteousness doth not commend us before God.”
33

  This is the form of righteousness that 

is brought about by a believer’s works. 

 

Conclusion 

 The difference between the views of the Roman Catholic Church and Luther are 

important and foundational.  Comparing the two views, they are both Anselmic in that 
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they see Christ’s death as propitiatory before God, and the foundation for justification.  

That, however, is where the comparisons cease.  While Roman Catholics see Christ’s 

death as the foundation for justification, faith in His work is only the beginning.  In that 

synergistic system, works are necessary to bring about a person’s final justification.  In 

stark contrast, Luther held that faith alone in Christ’s work brought about justification 

and righteousness.  Works are then a by-product and natural outworking of that faith, but 

by no means do they make a person positionally righteous. 

 The way the two views describe works are different, as well.  To the Roman 

Catholic, works are meant to be a means of obtaining righteousness.  They are, in a sense, 

self-righteous, a way to attain to a state of being justified.  Luther, however, viewed 

works as a service to the glory and honor of God, who solely brings about a person’s 

justification on the basis of faith.
34

 

 As is customary with Luther, he is harsh with his criticism: “This is the true mean 

of becoming a Christian, even to be justified by faith in Jesus Christ, and not by the 

works of the law.  Here we must stand, not upon the wicked gloss of the schoolmen, 

which say, that faith then justifieth, when charity and good works are joined withal.”
35

  It 

was this idea that revolutionized Christianity not just during the Reformation era itself, 
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but it was the idea that will continue to keep the true gospel revitalized until Christ 

Himself returns. 
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