Excerpt from A BRIEF INSTRUCTION ON WHAT TO
LOOK FOR AND EXPECT IN THE GOSPELS
1521
(This writing of Luther’s is from the introduction to his “Postils” – a group of model sermons
which he wrote while at the Wartburg Castle. This excerpt is a gem and beautiful instruction on
how to read the Gospels)
Be sure, moreover, that you do not make Christ into a Moses, as if Christ did nothing
more than teach and provide examples as the other saints do, as if the gospel were simply a
textbook of teachings or laws. Therefore you should grasp Christ, his words, works, and
sufferings, in a twofold manner. First as an example that is presented to you, which you should
follow and imitate. As St. Peter says in I Peter 4, “Christ suffered for us, thereby leaving us an
example.” Thus when you see how he prays, fasts, helps people, and shows them love, so also
you should do, both for yourself and for your neighbor. However this is the smallest part of the
gospel, on the basis of which it cannot yet even be called gospel. For on this level Christ is of no
more help to you than some other saint. His life remains his own and does not as yet contribute
anything to you. In short this mode [of understanding Christ as simply an example] does not
make Christians but only hypocrites.
You must grasp Christ at a much higher level. Even though this higher level has for a
long time been the very best, the preaching of it has been something rare. The chief article and
foundation of the gospel is that before you take Christ as an example, you accept and recognize
him as a gift, as a present that God has given you and that is your own. This means that when
you see or hear of Christ doing or suffering something, you do not doubt that Christ himself,
with his deeds and suffering, belongs to you. On this you may depend as surely as if you had
done it yourself; indeed as if you were Christ himself. See, this is what it means to have a proper
grasp of the gospel, that is, of the overwhelming goodness of God, which neither prophet, nor
apostle, nor angel was ever able fully to express, and which no heart could adequately fathom or
marvel at. This is the great fire of the love of God for us, whereby the heart and conscience
become happy, secure, and content. This is what preaching the Christian faith means. This is
why such preaching is called gospel, which in German means a joyful, good, and comforting
“message”; and this is why the apostles are called the “twelve messengers.”
Faith redeems you from sin, death, and hell and enables you to overcome all things. O no
one can speak enough about this. It is a pity that this kind of preaching has been silenced in the
world, and yet boast is made daily of the gospel. Now when you have Christ as the foundation
and chief blessing of your salvation, then the other part follows: that you take him as your
example, giving yourself in service to your neighbor just as you see that Christ has given
himself for you.

Therefore make note of this, that Christ as a gift nourishes your faith and makes you a
Christian. But Christ as an example exercises your works. These do not make you a Christian.
Actually they come forth from you because you have already been made a Christian. As
widely as a gift differs from an example, so widely does faith differ from works, for faith
possesses nothing of its own, only the deeds and life of Christ. Works have something of your
own in them, yet they should not belong to you but to your neighbor.
So you see that the gospel is really not a book of laws and commandments which requires
deeds of us, but a book of divine promises in which God promises, offers, and gives us all his
possessions and benefits in Christ. The fact that Christ and the apostles provide much good
teaching and explain the law is to be counted a benefit just like any other work of Christ. For to
teach aright is not the least sort of benefit. We see too that unlike Moses in his book, and
contrary to the nature of a commandment, Christ does not horribly force and drive us. Rather he
teaches us in a loving and friendly way. He simply tells us what we are to do and what to avoid,
what will happen to those who do evil and to those who do well. Christ drives and compels no
one. Indeed he teaches so gently that he entices rather than commands. He begins by saying,
“Blessed are the poor, Blessed are the meek,” and so on [Matt. 5:3, 5]. And the apostles
commonly use the expression, “I admonish, I request, I beseech,” and so on. But Moses says, “I
command, I forbid,” threatening and frightening everyone with horrible punishments and
penalties. With this sort of instruction you can now read and hear the gospels profitably.
But what a fine lot of tender and pious children we are! In order that we might not have to
study in the Scriptures and learn Christ there, we simply regard the entire Old Testament as of no
account, as done for and no longer valid. Yet it alone bears the name of Holy Scripture. And the
gospel should really not be something written, but a spoken word which brought forth the
Scriptures, as Christ and the apostles have done. This is why Christ himself did not write
anything but only spoke. He called his teaching not Scripture but gospel, meaning good news or
a proclamation that is spread not by pen but by word of mouth. So we go on and make the gospel
into a law book, a teaching of commandments, changing Christ into a Moses, the One who
would help us into simply an instructor.
What punishment ought God to inflict upon such stupid and perverse people! Since we
abandoned his Scriptures, it is not surprising that he has abandoned us to the teaching of the pope
and to the lies of men. Instead of Holy Scripture we have had to learn the Decretales of a
deceitful fool and an evil rogue. O would to God that among Christians the pure gospel were
known and that most speedily there would be neither use nor need for this work of mine.1
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