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    True Christianity turns on a demanding question: what does it mean for professed faith to become inwardly real and outwardly visible in a human life.

Johann Arndt’s True Christianity is a work of Protestant devotional and theological prose written in early modern Germany and first published in the early seventeenth century. Long associated with Lutheran spirituality, it addresses readers not as detached observers of doctrine but as people called to moral and spiritual renewal. Rather than presenting Christianity as a merely intellectual system, Arndt frames it as a lived reality that must shape the heart, conduct, and relation to God. This context matters because the book stands at the meeting point of confessional theology, pastoral care, and practical devotion.

The book’s premise is straightforward and enduring: Christianity cannot be reduced to formal belief, public identity, or external religious observance, but must be expressed through repentance, self-examination, prayer, humility, and love. Arndt repeatedly directs attention to the inner life, urging readers to test whether faith has taken root deeply enough to transform action. This gives the work a searching quality without making it merely abstract. It is concerned with the ordinary conditions of spiritual life, with weakness and renewal, and with the difficult effort to align daily living with divine truth.

The reading experience is shaped by a grave, exhortatory voice that blends theological reflection with pastoral urgency. Arndt writes in a meditative, morally serious style, returning often to the same central concerns so that instruction becomes a form of spiritual discipline. The tone can be intense, but it is not simply harsh; it is meant to awaken conscience and redirect desire. Readers encounter an author who seeks amendment of life rather than display of learning. As a result, the book often feels less like a treatise to be mastered than a sustained invitation to examine oneself honestly.

Among its most important themes are inward regeneration, the imitation of Christ, the danger of empty religiosity, and the necessity of charity and obedience as fruits of faith. Arndt insists on the connection between doctrine and life, refusing to let one stand securely without the other. He is deeply concerned with the contrast between outward profession and inward transformation, a contrast that gives the work much of its tension. The book also reflects on suffering, prayer, detachment from worldly vanity, and the reordering of the soul toward God, all within a distinctly Christian devotional framework.

These themes help explain why True Christianity has remained significant well beyond its original setting. Contemporary readers, whether approaching it devotionally, historically, or comparatively, may recognize in it a persistent religious problem: the gap between what people claim to believe and how they actually live. Arndt’s answer is not novelty but seriousness, discipline, and interior reform. In an age often marked by distraction, performance, and ideological identification, his insistence on sincerity, humility, and ethical consequence can still feel bracing. The work continues to matter because it presses faith toward practice without simplifying the struggle involved.

To read True Christianity today is to enter a text that asks for reflection more than speed and for self-scrutiny more than agreement at a distance. Its historical language and devotional intensity place it firmly in its own religious world, yet its central appeal remains intelligible: a life of faith should bear recognizable moral and spiritual fruit. That claim gives the book both its severity and its enduring power. Arndt offers no casual consolation, but he does offer a serious vision of Christianity as transformation, one that continues to challenge readers to consider whether belief has truly become life.
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    Johann Arndt’s True Christianity, first published in the early seventeenth century, is a Lutheran devotional work that argues that authentic faith must be inwardly lived rather than merely outwardly professed. Addressing readers within a confessional age shaped by doctrinal dispute, Arndt turns attention from polemics to spiritual renewal. He presents Christianity as a matter of repentance, rebirth, prayer, humility, and conformity to Christ. The work does not reject doctrine, but insists that teaching reaches its proper end only when it transforms the heart and conduct. Its opening movement establishes this practical and spiritual aim with sustained urgency.

From that starting point, Arndt contrasts external religion with inner conversion. He warns that baptism, church membership, learning, and orthodox speech can become empty if they are not joined to sincere repentance and renewed life. The reader is repeatedly summoned to self-examination, not to despair, but to recognize the gap between Christian profession and Christian practice. Sin is treated less as a topic for abstract analysis than as a condition that disfigures the soul and alienates it from God. This diagnosis frames the book’s central problem: how fallen human beings may be restored to living fellowship with God.

Arndt answers that problem by centering the entire Christian life on union with Christ. Christ is presented not only as the object of belief, but as the pattern and power of a transformed life. His humility, suffering, obedience, and love become the model for the believer’s inward renewal. Accordingly, faith is described as something active and fruitful, issuing in patience, charity, and mortification of sinful desires. The argumentative flow continually joins grace and imitation: divine mercy initiates renewal, while the believer is called to participate in a disciplined process of spiritual formation rather than remain content with nominal belief.

A major strand of the work develops this inward formation through meditation on Scripture, prayer, and the hidden life of the soul. Arndt repeatedly steers readers away from spiritual complacency and toward practices that cultivate attentiveness to God’s presence. He treats the heart as the true arena of Christian struggle, where pride, vanity, anger, and self-love must be exposed and resisted. At the same time, he encourages trust in divine help, presenting the Christian life as both warfare and healing. This practical emphasis gives the book its distinctive devotional character and explains its appeal far beyond academic theology.

Another important movement of the book reflects on creation, the image of God, and the disorder introduced by sin. Arndt often reads the natural world and the human soul as witnesses to divine wisdom, using them to awaken repentance and desire for restoration. Humanity, created for communion with God, has become estranged from its proper end, yet traces of that original dignity remain. This theme allows him to connect moral renewal with a broader vision of reordering the whole person. The Christian life thus appears not merely as rule-keeping, but as the gradual recovery of a divinely intended likeness.

As the work advances, it continues to balance severe moral exhortation with consolation. Arndt does not minimize suffering, temptation, or the persistence of inner conflict; indeed, he treats affliction as a frequent context for spiritual purification. Yet he also emphasizes divine compassion, urging the troubled conscience to seek refuge in Christ rather than in self-made righteousness. This tension between searching admonition and pastoral comfort sustains the book’s momentum. Readers are pressed toward repentance, but also assured that grace is sufficient for renewal. The result is a vision of Christianity that is demanding, experiential, and deeply oriented toward hope.

Taken as a whole, True Christianity became one of the most influential devotional books in early modern Protestantism because it fused Lutheran commitments with an intense call to practical holiness. Its enduring resonance lies in the questions it keeps before the reader: what distinguishes living faith from empty religion, how inward change relates to outward conduct, and how believers may pursue holiness without abandoning reliance on grace. Without depending on dramatic turns, the book sustains interest through its searching moral seriousness and pastoral warmth. It remains significant as a classic of Protestant spirituality and a landmark in the history of devotional theology.
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    Johann Arndt’s True Christianity emerged in the Holy Roman Empire at the turn of the seventeenth century, a period marked by confessional consolidation after the Protestant Reformation. Arndt was born in 1555 in Ballenstedt, in the principality of Anhalt, and was educated in Lutheran territories during decades when churches, schools, and civic governments were reshaped by new confessional identities. The Peace of Augsburg of 1555 had granted legal standing to Lutheranism alongside Roman Catholicism within the empire, but it did not settle theological disputes or devotional anxieties. Arndt wrote for readers formed by these unsettled conditions.

The institutional background of Arndt’s work was Lutheran orthodoxy, which developed after Martin Luther’s death in 1546. Major controversies over doctrine led to the Formula of Concord in 1577 and its incorporation into the Book of Concord in 1580, key standards for many Lutheran churches. These documents clarified positions on justification, the sacraments, and free will, helping princes and church authorities define acceptable teaching. Arndt accepted core Lutheran doctrine, yet he addressed a common concern that correct confession alone could become formal and lifeless. True Christianity therefore belongs within, not outside, the established Lutheran world of post-Reformation Europe.

Arndt’s career connected him to several important centers of Protestant life. He studied at Helmstedt, Wittenberg, Strasbourg, and Basel, universities shaped by both humanist learning and confessional debate. He served as pastor in Badeborn and later Quedlinburg, then became superintendent in Celle and eventually general superintendent in Eisleben. These offices placed him within church administration as well as parish ministry. His pastoral work coincided with efforts by territorial rulers to regulate worship, education, and morals through church ordinances. Such settings gave Arndt direct experience of the gap between external religious order and the inner renewal he urged upon Christians.

The immediate literary context of True Christianity included Lutheran sermons, catechisms, postils, and devotional manuals, but Arndt also drew on older currents of Christian spirituality. He made substantial use of medieval and early modern devotional writers, including Thomas à Kempis, Johann Tauler, and Valentin Weigel, though he adapted material to a Lutheran framework. This combination was unusual enough to draw scrutiny. Arndt’s first book of True Christianity appeared in 1605, with later books added in subsequent editions. Its publication history shows sustained demand among readers seeking practical piety, meditation, and moral reform within Protestant lands.

Arndt wrote during a broader European age of confessionalization, when rulers and clergy sought to shape disciplined Christian communities through preaching, catechesis, visitation, and moral oversight. In Lutheran territories, this process strengthened clerical structures and doctrinal instruction, but it also generated criticism that religion could become externalized in ceremonies, polemics, or mere assent to propositions. Arndt’s emphasis on repentance, new life, prayer, and imitation of Christ addressed these concerns directly. His work did not reject confessional institutions; rather, it pressed them toward experiential devotion. This helps explain why the book became influential among readers who desired visible holiness in everyday conduct.

The years surrounding the publication of True Christianity were also marked by persistent confessional rivalry across the empire. Calvinist, Lutheran, and Catholic rulers competed for influence, and disputed ecclesiastical territories often became flashpoints. Although the Thirty Years’ War began only in 1618, after Arndt had published the work, tensions had already sharpened through events such as the Cologne War, the Strasbourg bishops’ conflict, and disputes over the implementation of the Peace of Augsburg. In this climate, Arndt’s call to inward renewal and charity offered a notable counterweight to contentious theological culture without abandoning confessional commitment.

Reception of Arndt’s work reveals its historical importance. Some Lutheran theologians worried that his language about inner transformation sounded too close to late medieval mysticism or to spiritualist tendencies they distrusted. Yet his books circulated widely, were repeatedly reprinted, and became staples of Protestant devotion in German-speaking lands. Their influence extended into the movement later known as Pietism, especially through readers who valued heartfelt religion, Bible reading, and practical godliness. By the late seventeenth century, figures such as Philipp Jakob Spener would echo concerns Arndt had articulated earlier about nominal Christianity and the need for lived faith.

Seen in historical context, True Christianity reflects a mature post-Reformation society that possessed confessional institutions but remained dissatisfied with merely external religion. Arndt wrote as an orthodox Lutheran pastor and church leader, not as a dissenter, yet he criticized complacency, moral laxity, and sterile controversy. His work stands at the intersection of Reformation doctrine, humanist learning, medieval devotional inheritance, and early modern pastoral reform. It illuminates how many Protestants in the Holy Roman Empire sought a Christianity that joined right belief to regenerated life. In that sense, the book both mirrors its era’s tensions and offers a disciplined critique of them.
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Chapter X.




The Children Of The World Are Against Christ, And, Consequently,. Their Life And Their Christianity Are Both Alike False.
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Chapter XV.




Showing How The “ Old Man ” Daily Dies, And The “ New Man ” Is Daily Renewed, In A True Christian; Also, Wherein Self-Denial Consists, And. What Is Meant By The Christian's Cross.
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Chapter VII.




Showing That In Order To Understand The True Nature Of Repentance,. We Must Necessarily Know The Distinction Between The Old And The. New Man; Or, How In Us Adam Must Die, And Christ Live; Or, How In. Us The Old Man Must Die, And The New Man Live.




Chapter VIII.




Showing How Graciously God Invites Us To Repentance, And How Necessary. It Is That It Should Not Be Delayed.
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Showing How We Should, Through Christ, Bear And Overcome The Trials. And Contempt Of The World.
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Johann Arndt was born on December 27, 1555, at Ballenstädt, where his father, Rev. Jacob Arndt, served as chaplain and Lutheran pastor. His father and mother carefully formed him in faith, and the boy gladly read Luther, Thomas à Kempis, Tauler, and other devotional works. That bent never left him; later he gathered and republished the deeply pious tracts of Stephen Prætorius, afterward issued as the Spiritual Treasury, a book prized by Spener and welcomed in many German homes. At ten he lost his father, yet kind friends enabled him to continue the studies in which he had already excelled.
After schooling at Halberstadt and Magdeburg, he entered Helmstedt in 1576 and Wittenberg in 1577, where he became closely joined to Polycarp Leyser. Already distinguished as a private lecturer on natural philosophy and on Romans, he received Leyser’s strong recommendation to Strasbourg. There he studied under Prof. Pappus, then went in 1579 to Basel, where he tutored a young Polish nobleman. On an outing he fell into the Rhine, and the young man seized him by the hair and saved him. During these years he also studied medicine, but after severe illness and recovery, he gave himself wholly to the Church.
Returning home in 1581 or 1582, he taught for a time, then was called and ordained pastor at Badeborn. On October 31, 1583, he married Anna Wagner, and though they had no children, their home overflowed with love for orphans. Trouble rose when Duke John George, turning toward the Reformed faith, ordered the baptismal “exorcism” dropped. Luther’s form had said, “I adjure thee, thou unclean spirit, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, that thou go out and depart from this servant of Jesus Christ, Amen.” Arndt saw more than a form at stake and stood firm.
Arndt flatly refused the ducal order. In the statement he sent the civil authorities, dated Sept. 10, 1590, he said his conscience would not let him yield to such a demand from secular power; the orthodox fathers had joined exorcism to Baptism for thirteen centuries according to Scripture's true sense; it was by no means "an impious ceremony;" he must stand by conscience and would humbly submit to whatever sentence his prince pronounced. The sentence soon came: he was removed from office and banished. Yet homeless and friendless only in appearance, he received two calls, to Mansfeld and Quedlinburg, chose Quedlinburg, and served St. Nicholas seven fruitful, afflicted years.
Then he moved to Brunswick, where conflict between duke and city made his years there, from 1590 to 1608, full of trial, though there he gave the church Book I of "True Christianity." His early time as co-pastor of St. Martin was peaceful; his pure life, strong teaching, and faithful labor won respect and love. Later, however, men who should have treated him otherwise turned hostile and persecuting. To understand those troubles, the scene widens to the age around 1555, when the Peace of Augsburg brought a brief outward rest after the Augsburg Interim of 1548, whose enforcement drove hundreds of steadfast Lutheran pastors with their families into exile rather than betray their faith.
After Rome's pressure came subtler enemies. Genuine Lutherans clung all the tighter to Gospel truth and could not cry, "Peace, peace;" when there was no peace. Schwenkfeldt scorned Luther's submission to Scripture as worship of the letter, exalted an inward word above God's written word, blurred justification and sanctification, taught Christ's humanity was deified, and claimed the regenerate could live sinlessly; though he died in 1561, his mysticism lingered. Münzer and the Zwickau prophets, Servetus, Agricola, Osiander, Major, the Synergists, and the Cryptocalvinists all stirred confusion. At last the Formula of Concord in 1580 settled these disputes, and Arndt firmly embraced it, though the waters still heaved around his ministry.
Amid fierce political and church strife, Lutheran and Reformed quarrels flared because civil power enforced doctrine. Servetus was burned at Geneva by civil decree, with Calvin and even Melanchthon approving, a grim sign of that age’s blindness about religious liberty. In the Palatinate, Lutheranism first displaced Rome, then Frederick III turned Reformed; Lewis VI tried to restore Lutheran rule, and later authorities fixed Calvinism in place. Bremen saw the same upheaval: fourteen Lutheran pastors and Lutheran councilmen were expelled, and the city became Reformed. Elsewhere both sides, often sincere, still claimed the right to depose and exile opponents.
These Protestant leaders were learned, able, often honest and conscientious, ready to suffer prison or exile rather than deny their creeds. They abhorred Rome, yet could not endure any departure from what each believed Scripture taught; even small error seemed a denial of God’s truth. No sincere Reformed divine would shield a Reformed heretic, and no sincere Lutheran would tolerate a Lutheran rejecting church doctrine. Yet they were fallible, swayed by passion, pride, and private interests. Into this jealous age Arndt began work, declaring he held only the teaching of the Lutheran Symbols and rejecting Synergistic, Majoristic, and similar errors.
In Brunswick, the youngest pastor among the city clergy, Arndt grieved that endless disputes among Papists, Mystics, Unitarians, Reformed, and Lutherans sharpened minds but left hearts untouched. So he wrote Book I of “True Christianity,” pressing repentance, faith in Christ, and a holy life, because creed alone could not replace the Spirit’s fruits. Published in 1605 and enlarged in 1607, it spread rapidly, but jealous colleagues accused him of slighting justification by faith alone and introducing mysticism, delaying later books until the four-book work appeared in 1609. Called to Eisleben in 1608, then to Celle in 1611, he labored faithfully until, sick and fevered, he summoned William Storch on May 9, confessed his sins, and declared he still held the pure doctrine of God’s word.
After confessing every error, he received the Lord’s Supper with cheerful faith. Mr. Storch spoke over him: “I do not doubt, that as you have never entertained any doctrine contrary to God’s word, but have always continued firm and steadfast in the pure, unadulterated word, the Scriptures of the prophets and apostles, the Augsburg Confession[1], and other Symbolical Books of the Lutheran Church, and most heartily and sincerely despised and rejected all contrary doctrines, so you will also by God’s grace maintain to the end the same doctrines and faith which you have publicly preached and professed.” Arndt answered repeatedly, “Yes, yes, that I will, even to the end.
On May 11 he sank rapidly, yet still repeated beloved texts. After a short sleep he awoke, looked upward, and cried, “We beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth.” His wife asked when he had seen that glory. He replied, “I saw it just now. O what a glory it is! It is the glory which eye hath not seen, nor ear heard, neither hath entered into the heart of man to conceive of. This is the glory which I saw.” At nine he said, “Now I have overcome all.” After midnight he died peacefully.
Two dukes of Brunswick-Lüneburg followed him to the grave, and Storch preached on, “I have fought a good fight.” Buried at Celle, he was praised as one who saw Jesus and conquered the world and the devil. Again and again he declared unwavering loyalty to the Augsburg Confession, the Formula of Concord, and the other Lutheran symbols. He wrote, “My dear reader,” that these confessions were his own, while his books treated chiefly the Christian life. He rejected contrary teachings and called God to witness that he had never meant to depart from that faith, but to remain an Evangelical Lutheran Christian.
He appears as an affectionate husband, cheerful companion, and generous, self-sacrificing friend of the sick and poor, with no exaggeration in the praise. A heroic firmness lived in him: he chose poverty and exile rather than deny a single Gospel truth or Lutheran practice, feared neither pestilence nor violent enemies, and met attack in the spirit of, “If I have spoken evil, bear witness of the evil; but if well, why smitest thou me?” Calm gentleness, joined with earnest candor, subdued his foes. He loved not only the amiable and sorrowing, but even enemies, from genuine faith in Christ and ardent love to Him.
He lived more in heaven than on earth. Christ’s prayer, “As thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they also may be one in us,” with “I in them, and thou in me,” and Paul’s “Christ in you,” became for him, “Christ in me, and I in Christ.” So he stayed calm and hopeful. He embraced Original Sin fully, searched himself in Scripture’s light, found only corruption, and felt that grace alone could renew and save him; therefore he pressed true repentance. Yet no gloom clung to him, for he also believed, “not by works of righteousness which we have done, but according to his mercy he saved us.
Wonder, joy, gratitude, and love then flooded him: the lost could be found, and “where sin abounded, grace did much more abound.” Thus he was grave, humble, and distrustful of self, as one “by nature a child of wrath,” yet also rejoiced that God had given him a Saviour, grafted him into that Saviour by Holy Baptism, filled him with grace, and called him toward heaven. So his writing grew cheerful, ruled by love; sorrow for sin, repentance, faith in Christ, and love to Him breathed through it with joyful gratitude and heavenly calm. Paul stresses faith, John love; Luther, like him, was earnest yet cheerful.
Not all rose against him. Many welcomed the First Book of True Christianity with gratitude and joy, while only a few opposed him—some from envy, others from obsession with “questions and strifes of words,” and others misled by the times’ mysticism. Arndt innocently inserted a harmless unnamed extract from Weigel and was blamed for Weigelian errors, though later cleared. He was also attacked for citing Tauler, but defended himself by pointing to Luther, who had published “A German Theology.” If Luther sanctioned that work, Arndt could bear censure for doing likewise. Then, during his Brunswick pastorate, Halberstadt called him; after consulting his wife, he sought honorable dismissal before the council.
“Tell me honestly,” the syndic said, “have you really taken no steps at all to get this call from Halberstadt?” Arndt answered solemnly, his right hand on his heart, “Not a single step; the whole is altogether and exclusively a work of God.” Then a sudden thought struck him. He turned pale, trembled, and covered his eyes with his left hand. In deep emotion he cried, “Gentlemen, I have borne false witness! I really did do something to obtain this call.” “Ah!” Kale said quickly, eager to press him, “You did? Pray, tell us what it was.” The council waited for his confession.
“I prayed to the blessed Lord with tears,” Arndt said, “that he would assign to me some other spot in his vineyard, no matter how insignificant, if I could only there preach his word in peace.” “And was that all?” the burgomaster asked in gentler surprise. “That was all,” Arndt replied, “and this is true, as God lives! But, doubtless, I erred here, in impatiently attempting to dictate to God.” That unguarded honesty disarmed the whole council. They saw more clearly the man’s artlessness and spirituality, and from that hour gave him their full esteem and confidence.
Then the account turns to the great work, “True Christianity,” unmatched as a popular devotional book. In Madrid, a Jesuit librarian showed Professor Anton the most edifying book they possessed; when he examined the incomplete Latin volume, it proved to be Arndt’s work. Arndt himself said he meant to draw students and preachers away from contentious theology, lead believers from lifeless thoughts to fruitful ones, guide them from theory into living faith and godliness, and show what a truly Christian life is: “I live; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me.” The book spread through many languages and many lands.
A thorough revision had to come before this edition could appear. The American editor took Mr. Jacques’s version as his base, checked every sentence against the German, restored matter that had been omitted, and supplied places where sentences had been mutilated or suppressed. Yet he cut verbal additions and inserted clauses from Mr. Boehm whenever they merely explained what was already clear, heightened emphasis with extra adjectives, or dressed the severe simplicity of Arndt’s style in poetic ornament. He even removed a claim that the author quoted the Church of England’s “Homilies,” something Arndt neither read nor named in the original.
At friends’ request, he also prepared a copious Index. Earlier Latin and German indexes were tied only to their own page numbers, and finding none in English, he arranged a new one by Book, Chapter, and Section, though the labor was considerable. Such a work was hard to index, since the devotional flow does not treat subjects scientifically: terms like God’s grace, mercy, goodness, and love often shade into one another, and the same thought returns in varied language, as in popular sermons preached at intervals. He hopes the Index may help. Even after many changes, the style still often remains antiquated, heavy, or quaint.
Still, he left that English largely as he found it, correcting spelling, syntax, Scripture references, and biblical quotations, especially where Boehm or his assistants had translated from Luther’s German or cited the English Bible from memory. He calls it fitting that a new edition of “True Christianity” should appear in the Jubilee year of the Evangelical Lutheran Church and be carried through by the Evangelical Lutheran Synod of Pennsylvania. Arndt’s spirituality and faith, he says, can be fully grasped only within the orthodox system he loved. Rationalists later rejected biblical teaching on human depravity, Christ’s divinity, and the means of grace, yet their influence is waning.
He turns to America: Arndt’s doctrine came here with early Lutheran pastors, and Henry Melchior Muhlenberg zealously upheld all the Symbolical Books, insisting that any who rejected them could not honestly be called Lutherans. In 1747 he wrote in a Maryland church record that German Lutherans held to God’s Word, “the unaltered Augsburg Confession, and the other Symbolical Books,” then declared, “every one who desired to be, and to remain, such a Lutheran, should subscribe his name.” The faithful signed; others held back. Later decline brought rationalism, fanaticism, and human contrivances. But, “God, in his mercy, has interposed,” and he prays this book may again instruct, guide, and comfort souls.
Book I.
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"Christian Reader!" the holy Gospel is shamefully abused when people boast of Christ yet live like heathens. So this treatise sets out true Christianity: a true, living, active faith showing itself in godliness and righteous fruit. To bear Christ’s name is not only to believe in him, but to live in him, and have him live in us. Repentance must rise from the heart’s center; heart, mind, and affections must be changed, renewed by God’s word, made new creatures. "Adam must die, and Christ must live, in us." It is not enough to know the word; it must be obeyed in life and power.
Many treat theology as mere skill in words, though it is living experience. People seek learning, rank, and teachers of arts, yet refuse Christ, the only Teacher, who makes us meek and humble. "The pure life of Christ opens all knowledge to us." All are willing to be Christ’s servants, few to follow him, though he says, "If any man serve me, let him follow me." To love him is to love his humility, patience, cross, shame, and contempt, and to walk as he walked. Those ashamed of his lowliness will hear, "I never knew you." Ungodliness also heaps up God’s displeasure: war, famine, pestilence, and plagues approach, so "Watch ye therefore, and pray always.
This book offers guidance: through faith in Christ, receive remission of sins, use God’s grace to live holily, and adorn faith by Christian conduct. True Christianity is not words or outward show, but living faith bearing repentance and virtue. From faith spring hope, love, patience, prayer, humility, and the fear of God; without faith no work is acceptable. Yet do not join works to justification, which rests solely on Christ’s merit received by faith. Still, repentance is indispensable: the Gospel’s comfort follows godly sorrow, a bruised heart, self-denial, and the mortifying of the flesh. The book therefore treats earnest repentance, faith shown in life, and love in every act.
He asks Christians to remember why he wrote: to uncover the hidden corruption of Original Sin, show human misery and helplessness, strip away trust in human strength, and give everything to Christ, so that Christ alone may dwell, work, live, and create in us, as the beginning, middle, and end of conversion and salvation. He says this has been explained throughout the book, while Papists, Synergists[2], and Majorists are openly refuted, and justification by faith is set forth plainly, especially in Book II. After careful revision, he asks all editions be taken in the sense of this Magdeburg one.
He also declares the book must agree in every point, including Free Will and the justification of a poor sinner before God, with the Symbolical Books of the Augsburg Confession: the Unaltered Augsburg Confession, the Apology, the Smalcald Articles, Luther’s two Catechisms, and the Formula of Concord. Then he prays, “May God enlighten us all by his Holy Spirit,” so that faith and life may be sincere and without offense until Christ’s near day, “being filled with the fruits of righteousness, unto the glory and praise of God! Amen.” Then he begins: “Be renewed in the spirit of your mind.
He says the image of God in man is the soul, mind, understanding, will, and every power conformed to God and the Trinity: “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.” In that image, God’s holiness, wisdom, love, righteousness, power, and even eternity shone in man, who should have known God as all in all and himself as only God’s image. Nothing but God should live and act in him. Christ showed this perfect surrender: “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” Adam lost it by making himself a god; had self-will and self-honor been excluded, it would have remained.
Man, made in God’s likeness, was prepared to receive God and all the treasures of his goodness, and in that union to find his only true rest, peace, joy, life, and happiness. All unrest begins when that union is broken and man turns from God to the creature. Then came Adam’s fall: by disobedience he turned from the Divine Being to himself and sought to “be as God.” In trying to exalt himself, he lost the divine image, hereditary righteousness, and holiness, became dark in understanding, stubborn in will, alienated in soul, and passed this corruption to all, leaving man spiritually dead until redeemed by Jesus Christ.
Let no one call Adam’s sin a small thing, “but the eating of an apple.” His guilt was Lucifer’s: he “would be as God.” This apostasy began in the heart and showed itself in the forbidden fruit. Though man came spotless from God’s hand, a son and delight of God, he would not rest in those gifts, but tried to invade Heaven and rise higher still. He conceived enmity against his Creator and Father, and, had it been in his power, would have undone him. So he became like Satan within, no longer God’s image, but the Devil’s, an organ of Satan, earthly, sensual, and brutish.
The devil, by enticing and deceitful words, sowed in man the seed of the serpent: self-love, self-will, and the ambition of being as God. So Scripture calls the self-loving “a generation of vipers,” and God says, “I will put enmity between thee and the woman, and between thy seed and her seed.” From that seed can grow only deadly fruit. In Adam’s self-love and disobedience lies the whole tree of death, with its branches and countless fruits. Watch a child, then a youth, and the hidden root appears: self-will, ambition, deceit, vanity, pride, blasphemy, wrath, envy, revenge, murder, lust, drunkenness, covetousness, fraud, and numberless crimes.
Add seducing spirits, and there follow schisms, heresies, idolatry, denial of the faith, hatred of the truth, perversion of Scripture, and strong delusion. What are these but Satan’s image and the serpent’s fruit in man? “Know thyself!” See in yourself the fall of Adam and the true nature of original sin, deeper and deadlier than words can tell. Once bearing God’s image, man has become the image of Satan; once heavenly, he is now earthly, carnal, and corrupt. Fallen man has become like the beasts: lion in wrath, wolf in greed, swine in uncleanness, fox in cunning, serpent in malice, until he surpasses them all.
Whoever dies unchanged must keep that beastly, satanic nature forever: arrogant, haughty, proud, devilish, bearing Satan’s image in the blackness of darkness, a witness that he did not live in Christ or bear God’s image. “For without are dogs and sorcerers, and whosoever loveth and maketh a lie.” But in Christ, neither circumcision nor uncircumcision matters, “but a new creature.” The new birth is the Holy Ghost’s work, turning a sinner into one made righteous, a child of wrath into a child of grace, renewing heart, understanding, will, and affections through faith, the word, and the Sacraments.
Every Christian has a twofold birth: one “after the flesh,” from beneath, earthly, carnal, sinful, and cursed through Adam; the other “after the spirit,” from above, heavenly, holy, and blessed through Christ. So two lines meet in one person: the old and new man, flesh and Spirit, Adam and Christ, outward and inward man. We are “born again, not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by the word of God,” and, “Of his own will begat he us with the word of truth.” Regeneration comes by the Holy Ghost, by faith, and by Baptism, being “born of water and of the Spirit.
From Adam come sin, wrath, death, Satan, hell, pride, unbelief, violence, revenge, greed, uncleanness, falsehood, and a brutish earthly spirit; from Christ come righteousness, grace, life, the Holy Spirit, humility, faith, obedience, mercy, purity, truth, and a heavenly spirit. So Christ took our nature and received the Spirit in fullness, that we might receive wisdom for folly, might for fear, knowledge for blindness, and holy fear for impiety. Therefore, “put off the old man,” be renewed in God’s image, let Christ dwell within, and behold the lowly, patient Jesus: die to sin, rise with him, and “walk in newness of life.
All the apostles ground repentance and new life in Christ’s suffering. Peter urges, “Pass the time of your sojourning here in fear,” because you were not redeemed with silver or gold, “but with the precious blood of Christ, as of a lamb without blemish and without spot.” He also says, “Christ his own self bare our sins in his own body on the tree, that we, being dead to sins, should live unto righteousness.” And Jesus says, “Thus it behooved Christ to suffer, and to rise from the dead the third day,” so repentance and remission of sins might be preached in his name through baptism.
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