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Introduction
In boolk The Interpretation of Freedom in t+he Letters of Paul pPresentL-
ed in-depth study of reedom 1 Paul’s etters wiıth speclal reference
twentieth-century ‚(‚erman: New Testament scholarship.! In thıs article

PUIDOSC 15 highlight the fruitfulness of reception history for theo-
logical reflection by CeXaAMININS how Paul’s JUXtaposiıtLion of »freedom«
ANnE »DOSLELVE servitude« 1 I COr Y. 19 W 215 taken by Martın Luther 1
his 1520 The Freedom of C' hristian ANnE how both of their CONtTrI1-
butions WEIC taken urther by the Lutheran theologian Gerhard Ebeling.
In the YsSt instance, 2411 chow that rather than merely replicating

reasserting Paul’s thinking the relationship between reedom ANnE
DOSLtLVE servitude,? Luther develops Paul’s thought 1 ımportant
Likewise, . will eontend that while a1M1ng ANnE claiming bring the C(COT11-

110 V1S10N of Paul ANnE Luther CXpPreSS1ON, Gerhard Ebeling ftormed
L1CW synthesis that went beyond them both In COmMParıng the three

authors’ Lre41tMEeNTS of thıs 1SSUE, x0oal 15 both TAW OuTt the distinc-
t1ve VO1CEe of each ANnE cshow how their thinking CINCISCS from chared
CeNgASCEMEN with the SATLIC subject MaAatLter In conclusion, ll then

SEe (LOPPINS, The Interpretation of Freedom 1n the Letters of Paul With Speclal
Reterence the ‚( :erman: Tradition, 2000
In book chose speak f reedom and »SPIVICE« when referring those INStANCES
1n 1C. Paul made DOsSLtLVE uUuSCcC f the metaphor of slavery. Here have ecided
adopt the 1L1UIC eumbersome phrase »PDOSLt1Ve servitude« 1n Oorder flag 1LLUIC Jearly
the tact that Paul 15 making USC of the SIavery metaphor In DOsSLtLVE 1LLALLLICT. It 110

that the USC of »SPIVICE« Oes NOT sufficiently highlight thıs po1n and thus
loses „{)1I11C of the L9) f Paul’s language.
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I Introduction

In my book The Interpretation of Freedom in the Letters of Paul I present-
ed an in-depth study of freedom in Paul’s letters with special reference to 
twentieth-century ›German‹ New Testament scholarship.1 In this article 
my purpose is to highlight the fruitfulness of reception history for theo-
logical reflection by examining how Paul’s juxtaposition of »freedom« 
and »positive servitude« in 1 Cor 9:19 was taken up by Martin Luther in 
his 1520 tractate The Freedom of a Christian and how both of their contri-
butions were taken further by the Lutheran theologian Gerhard Ebeling. 
In the first instance, I aim to show that rather than merely replicating 
or reasserting Paul’s thinking on the relationship between freedom and 
positive servitude,2 Luther develops Paul’s thought in important respects. 
Likewise, I will contend that while aiming and claiming to bring the com-
mon vision of Paul and Luther to expression, Gerhard Ebeling formed 
a new synthesis that went beyond them both. In comparing the three 
authors’ treatments of this issue, my goal is both to draw out the distinc-
tive voice of each and to show how their thinking emerges from a shared 
engagement with the same subject matter. In my conclusion, I will then 

 1 See W. Coppins, The Interpretation of Freedom in the Letters of Paul. With Special 
Reference to the ›German‹ Tradition, 2009.

 2 In my book I chose to speak of freedom and »service« when referring to those instances 
in which Paul made a positive use of the metaphor of slavery. Here I have decided to 
adopt the more cumbersome phrase »positive servitude« in order to flag up more clearly 
the fact that Paul is making use of the slavery metaphor in a positive manner. It now 
seems to me that the use of »service« does not sufficiently highlight this point and thus 
loses some of the power of Paul’s language.
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EexamM1Ne how both of these DO1LNTS CATl be SCCIN vıital econtributions
the CONLEMDOTFATY theological tasl of entering 1Nt0 dialogue wıth others
ANnE of thinking constructively about the relationship between reedom
ANnE DOSLtLVE servitude. 10 thıs CXICNL, also understand thıs article be

econtribution the theological interpretation of scrıpture.

I7 PauFPs /uxtaposition of Freedom an Positive Servitude
in I1CoOor 9.10

AÄAs UuSC of »DOS1LtLVE servitude« rather than simply »Slavery« indi-
/ focus 15 UDOLIN Paul’s DOs1ıtLve employment of the Ö0UA word

1 the CONTLTEXT of his UuSC of the EAEUVÜED- word STOUD. At the OUTSEL,
of COUISC, 1t should be acknowledged that thıs 15 NOT always the CA4ASC

( In the NLrATY, 1 INalıy key Paul emphatically distances
believers from the metaphor of slavery which 15 negatively eontrasted
wiıth the DPOs1ıtLıve metaphor of reedom ‚ Gal 21—3JL; 5.1; Rom 8:15.21).
Moreover, his UuS«cC of the substantiıve ÖOVASIO 15 exclusively negatıve Gal
4.24; 5.1; Rom 8:15.21). Alongside these distancing USC5S, however, Paul C  =

also positively employ Ö0UA terminology, 1 the CONTLTEXT of EAEUVÜED- ter-

minology, DOTrLIAaYy the ‚present future] sSıtuAatıiıon of believers 1Cor
7:22b; 0.10:; Cal 5.13; Rom 6'18 2 Rom 7:6} FOr 1C450115 of al wiıth

1Ce W 1ts rich reception history, thıs artiıcle 111 focus exclusively
single key ext, namely Paul’s JUXtaposiıtion of »freedom« ANRE »DOSL1-

t1ve servitude« 1 I COr Q!19.
AÄAs ll become evident from subsequent diseussion of Luther ANnE

Ebeling, IOr Y. 10 has played key role 1 the history of scholarship
the relation between reedom ANnE DOS1LtLVeE servitude 1 Paul FOr thıs 1C4-

SOLIL, 1t 15 al the LLOTC NECCSSaLY DaYy careful attention the dynamics
. of LOLLISC, of the limitations 4ssSOC1iated wiıth restricting fOCcus selected

word-groups. For diseussion of thıs polnNt, “CC OPPINS S I}, A46—51
FOor analysis f the u11 388 of Paul’s EAEUVED-tEXTIS, „CC OPPINS (see I} FOor
roader diseussion f Paul’s treatment of reedom and DOsSLtLVE servitude, “CC CSD 41-45
and 169-174.
FOor the oake of prec1s1on, 1t chould be noted that Paul Oes NOTt make USC of the oubstan-
t1ves EAEUVÜEOLO. and AOVAÄELO 1n thısf 1C. employs the adjective EAEUVÜEDOG and
the verb ÖAOVAOM.
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examine how both of these points can be seen as vital contributions to 
the contemporary theological task of entering into dialogue with others 
and of thinking constructively about the relationship between freedom 
and positive servitude. To this extent, I also understand this article to be 
a contribution to the theological interpretation of scripture.

II  Paul’s Juxtaposition of Freedom and Positive Servitude  
in 1 Cor 9:19

As my use of »positive servitude« rather than simply »slavery« indi-
cates, my focus is upon Paul’s positive employment of the δ�υλ- word 
group in the context of his use of the �λευ�ερ- word group.3 At the outset, 
of course, it should be acknowledged that this is not always the case. 
On the contrary, in many key passages Paul emphatically distances 
believers from the metaphor of slavery which is negatively contrasted 
with the positive metaphor of freedom (Gal 2:4; 4:21–31; 5:1; Rom 8:15.21). 
Moreover, his use of the substantive δ�υλε
α is exclusively negative (Gal 
4:24; 5:1; Rom 8:15.21). Alongside these distancing uses, however, Paul can 
also positively employ δ�υλ- terminology, in the context of �λευ�ερ- ter-
minology, to portray the (present or future) situation of believers (1 Cor 
7:22b; 9:19; Gal 5:13; Rom 6:18. 22; Rom 7:6). For reasons of space and with 
a view to its rich reception history, this article will focus exclusively on 
a single key text,4 namely Paul’s juxtaposition of »freedom« and »posi-
tive servitude« in 1 Cor 9:19.5

As will become evident from my subsequent discussion of Luther and 
Ebeling, 1 Cor 9:19 has played a key role in the history of scholarship on 
the relation between freedom and positive servitude in Paul. For this rea-
son, it is all the more necessary to pay careful attention to the dynamics 

 3 I am, of course, aware of the limitations associated with restricting my focus to selected 
word-groups. For a discussion of this point, see Coppins (s. n. 1), 46–51.

 4 For an analysis of the full range of Paul’s �λευ�ερ-texts, see Coppins (see n. 1). For a 
broader discussion of Paul’s treatment of freedom and positive servitude, see esp. 41-45 
and 169-174.

 5 For the sake of precision, it should be noted that Paul does not make use of the substan-
tives �λευ�ερ
α and δ�υλε
α in this verse, which employs the adjective �λε��ερ�ς and 
the verb δ�υλ�ω.



ANnE CONsStraınts of the LEXT itself ® The Greek LEXT of I COr INaYy be
presented öllows:

104 EAEUÜEDOG VCOo (DV C MOVTOV
19b ITLCOLOLV EUOUTOV EOOVAOWOO.

19C LVC TOUC MÄELOVOAC XEDÖNOOW'
vA«e) HCL EVEVOLNV TOLC "I0VÖCLOLG (WDC "I0VvÖALOGC,

79 LVCX "I0VvÖALOUG XEDÖNOOw'
vA«e) TOLS VITO VOLLOV (WC -  Ta VOLOV,

79d L (DV OUTOC VILO VOLLOV,
vAe|  M LVCX TOUC -  Ta VOLOV XEDÖNOOw'

2314 TOLC O VOLOLG (WC O VOLOG,
”n L (DV O VOLOG VeOU

10 IN EVVOLLOG AQLOTOU,
„1d LVC XEDÖCVO TOUC O VOWLOUS'

3724 EVEVOLLN|V TOLC (OGÜEVEOLV OOVEVNG,
„ LVC TOUC OQOVEVELG XEDÖNOW'

wa v TOLC ITLCLOLV VEYOVO MÄVTOL,
77 LVC NMAVTOG TLWVOALG (DO0(W

250 MNOVTC ÖE TLOLG
23b ÖL TO EUOYVEALOV,

250 LVC GUVYKOLVOVOG (HUTOUV VEVOLLOL
The translatiıon ANnE interpretation of IO 15 hotly debated. Contested 15 -
SL1C5 include 1} the of MAVTOV, 2} the meanıng of EAEUÜEDOC, ANnE 3} the
force of the presecnt participle (DV ll tackle each of these 1SSUES 1 LUrn,
wıth speclal reference the ditheult thırd questlLon, which 15 particularly
relevant for determining the relationship between »freedom« ANnE »DOSL-
t1ve servitude« 1 COT .19

Issue T'he interpretation of TAVTAOV. While weighty MINOFLLY of
scholars such Wolfgang Schrage, Andreas Lindemann ANnE Raymond
Collins wiısh leave OPCI the possibility that TOLVTCOV INaYy refer „all
things« ANnE NO merely „all people«,7 the immediate CONTEXT strongly

reCONIZE, f LOLULISC, that NOTt wWon aCCEeDL the VICW that have »dynam-
1CS« and »CONstraints«. 1n they do, 211 least fOor interpreters who wish enter 1Nto
dialogue wiıth them
SEe SCHRAGE, DDer erste Briet die Korinther. I Kor 6,12-I1,16. Vol 2, 1005, 337/;
LINDEMANN, Der TYTSTE Korintherbrieft, 2000, 200-211; (LOLLINS, 115 Corinthians,
10090, 355
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and constraints of the text itself.6 The Greek text of 1 Cor 9:19-23 may be 
presented as follows:

    19a �λε��ερ�ς γ�ρ �ν �κ π�ντων
19b π�σιν �μαυτ�ν �δ��λωσα,
      19c �να τ��ς πλε
�νας κερδ�σω�
20a κα! �γεν�μην τ�#ς $I�υδα
�ις %ς $I�υδα
�ς,
      20b �να $I�υδα
�υς κερδ�σω�
20c τ�#ς &π� ν�μ�ν %ς &π� ν�μ�ν,
  20d μ' �ν α(τ�ς &π� ν�μ�ν,
      20e �να τ��ς &π� ν�μ�ν κερδ�σω�
21a τ�#ς )ν�μ�ις %ς *ν�μ�ς,
  21b μ' �ν *ν�μ�ς �ε�+
    21c )λλ’ -νν�μ�ς .ριστ�+,
      21d �να κερδ�νω τ��ς )ν�μ�υς�
22a �γεν�μην τ�#ς )σ�εν/σιν )σ�εν�ς,
      22b �να τ��ς )σ�ενε
ς κερδ�σω�
22c τ�#ς π�σιν γ/γ�να π�ντα,
      22d �να π�ντως τιν�ς σ0σω.
23a π�ντα δ2 π�ι3
23b δι� τ� ε(αγγ/λι�ν,
      23c �να συγκ�ινων�ς α(τ�+ γ/νωμαι.

The translation and interpretation of v. 19 is hotly debated. Contested is-
sues include 1) the scope of π�ντων, 2) the meaning of �λε��ερ�ς, and 3) the 
force of the present participle �ν. I will tackle each of these issues in turn, 
with special reference to the difficult third question, which is particularly 
relevant for determining the relationship between »freedom« and »posi-
tive servitude« in 1 Cor 9:19.

Issue 1: The interpretation of π�ντων. While a weighty minority of 
scholars such as Wolfgang Schrage, Andreas Lindemann and Raymond 
Collins wish to leave open the possibility that π�ντων may refer to »all 
things« and not merely »all people«,7 the immediate context strongly 

 6 I recognize, of course, that not everyone would accept the view that texts have »dynam-
ics« and »constraints«. I think they do, at least for interpreters who wish to enter into 
dialogue with them.

 7 See W. Schrage, Der erste Brief an die Korinther. 1 Kor 6,12-11,16. Vol. 2, 1995, 337; A. 
Lindemann, Der Erste Korintherbrief, 2000, 209-211; R. F. Collins, First Corinthians, 
1999, 353.



militates agaınst thıs eqU1LVOCALLON. In short, SINCE Paul S0C5S speak of
his PUTIDOSC of Savıng »„the INanlıYy « TOUC MAELOVOLC] 1 1OC, which CATl only
be understood masculine plural, ANnE SINCE 1t 15 SAVC the IMNalıy that
Paul makes himself o]lave al (MÄOLV), which 15 the COUNLEIDAIT of the
al NAVTOV) from which he 15 sa1id be free, there 15 VeC good 1C45SOT

eonclude that the grammatically ambiguous TTOLVTCOV ANnE TLCLOLV 1 199
ANnE ı9b should both be understood masculine plurals, C., 1 each CA4ASC

the reference 15 „all people« rather than „all things«.
Issue The meanıing of EAEUÜEDOG 1 Y. 102 AÄAs wıth IMNOST INsStaAaNces of

Paul’s talk of »freedom «, there 15 OTMSCTIISU. regarding the meanıng of
EAEUÜEDOC 1 102 Rejecting discern reference »freedom
from the lawe 1 1, Stanley Jones 4SSOC1L1aAtes the »freedom« 1 ( UCS-
t107 wıth Paul’s Anancial independence.‘ Samuel Vollenweider, however,
AISUCS that „Eleutheria 15 110 taken 1 1ts relation the law«, claiım-
Ing that the »freedom« of 199 TeLUrns 1 the subsequent phrases »MMOLT

being mysel(f£ under the lawe N (DV QUTOC -  Ta VOLLOV), »45 without the lawe
WC OÜ VOLOC] ANnE » 1n the law of Christ« (EVVOLLOG XoL07T00}.9 Agaıinst Jones’
attempt lınk Paul’s »freedom« his »Ahnancıal independence« 1t MMaYy
be objected that Paul’s practice of NOT takıng remuUunNneratıon A4AVe
een viewed wiıth SUSP1CL1ON by SoOome of) the Corinthians cf 913} whereas
Paul ADDCAais CXDECL them athırım his cla1m be free from all} 1
Y.1.I9 In Vollenweider’s line of thought, LW DO1LNTS IMNUST be
made ( In the OT hand, he INaYy ell be COrrTeCTt 1 suggesting that t+he idea

CONCEDL of »freedom from the lawe eXpression 1 the phrases
»MMOLT being myself£ under the lawe« ANnE »45 without the lawe 1 ANnE

( In the other hand, 1t 15 far from clear that thıs idea should be included
1 the meanıng of EAEUÜEDOC 1 1, which AaDDCais be eoncerned exclu-
sively wiıth the fact that Paul 15 »fTree from al people« SCC 1SsSueEe above}.
Accordingly, the INOST OT should eonclude 15 that Paul’s »freedom« from
people 15 indirectiIy related t+he CONCEDL of »freedom from the lawe. AÄAs
for the meanıng of EAEUÜEDOG, the fact that Paul JUXtaposes his being »free

See ONES, „Freiheit« 1n den Brieten des Apostels Paulus. Fıne historische, exegetl-
csche und religionsgeschichtliche Studie, 1987, 4A6
See VOLLENWEIDER, Freiheit qls 1ICLC Schöpfung. Fıne Untersuchung ZUL Fleutheria
bei Paulus und 1n SEe1INEeTr Umwelt, 1989, 215
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militates against this equivocation. In short, since Paul goes on to speak of 
his purpose of saving »the many« (τ��ς πλε
�νας) in v. 19c, which can only 
be understood as a masculine plural, and since it is to save the many that 
Paul makes himself a slave to all (π�σιν), which is the counterpart of the 
all (π�ντων) from which he is said to be free, there is very good reason to 
conclude that the grammatically ambiguous π�ντων and π�σιν in vv. 19a 
and 19b should both be understood as masculine plurals, i. e., in each case 
the reference is to »all people« rather than »all things«.

Issue 2: The meaning of �λε
�ερ
ς in 9:19a. As with most instances of 
Paul’s talk of »freedom«, there is no consensus regarding the meaning of 
�λε��ερ�ς in v. 19a. Rejecting attempts to discern a reference to »freedom 
from the law« in v. 19, F. Stanley Jones associates the »freedom« in ques-
tion with Paul’s financial independence.8 Samuel Vollenweider, however, 
argues that »Eleutheria is now taken up in its relation to the law«, claim-
ing that the »freedom« of v. 19a returns in the subsequent phrases »not 
being myself under the law« (μ' �ν α(τ�ς &π� ν�μ�ν), »as without the law« 
(4ς *ν�μ�ς) and »in the law of Christ« (-νν�μ�ς .ριστ�+).9 Against Jones’ 
attempt to link Paul’s »freedom« to his »financial independence« it may 
be objected that Paul’s practice of not taking remuneration seems to have 
been viewed with suspicion by (some of) the Corinthians (cf. 9:3), whereas 
Paul appears to expect them to affirm his claim to be free (from all) in 
9:1.19. In response to Vollenweider’s line of thought, two points must be 
made. On the one hand, he may well be correct in suggesting that the idea 
or concept of »freedom from the law« comes to expression in the phrases 
»not being myself under the law« and »as without the law« in vv. 20 and 
21. On the other hand, it is far from clear that this idea should be included 
in the meaning of �λε��ερ�ς in v. 19, which appears to be concerned exclu-
sively with the fact that Paul is »free from all people« (see issue 1 above). 
Accordingly, the most one should conclude is that Paul’s »freedom« from 
people is indirectly related to the concept of »freedom from the law«. As 
for the meaning of �λε��ερ�ς, the fact that Paul juxtaposes his being »free 

 8 See F. S. Jones, »Freiheit« in den Briefen des Apostels Paulus. Eine historische, exegeti-
sche und religionsgeschichtliche Studie, 1987, 46.

 9 See S. Vollenweider, Freiheit als neue Schöpfung. Eine Untersuchung zur Eleutheria 
bei Paulus und in seiner Umwelt, 1989, 213.



from al people« ANnE his making himself »< ol ave al people«
that the of EAEUÜEDOC 1 IO and 1} 15 »independent«, that 15, »MOLT

ol ave Oothers« »NOT subject the demands compulsion of Oothers«.
Issue The force of +he participle The ınterpretation of the force

of the presecnt participle (DV 15 perhaps the INOST decisive 1SsSuUeEe for the
iınterpretation of the relationship between »freedom« ANnE »DOSLELVE SErTVI-
tude« 1 IOr .19 It involves LW  — sub-issues, namely a} whether NOT
Paul ceased be free from ßl when he made himself olave al ANnE b}
whether the force of the participle 15 CONCESSIVE, causal modal

Sub-Issue Past Dfresent »freedom«. SIince the pPresecnt participle
indicates ACt10on of being CONLTEMPDOTANCOUS with the aAct10n of
the Maın verb, should understand Paul 11CAal that he WdS free from
al but ceased he when he made himself olave al1? (Jr should

understood him 111CAaN that being free from ßl 1 the past he made
himself ol ave al without thereby CEeASINE he free from alP In short,
15 the of I0a ))I W145 free from al but ceased Pu ))I W145 free
from al ANnE eontinued be«2 In judgment, LW  — reference DPO1NtS al
low 4A115WCT thıs question wıth relatively high degree of cCertainty.
Fırst ANnE foremost, wıth the rhetorical question of . ‚Am NO free?)],
Paul 15 clearly eoncerned A4SSCeTT that ;he 15 free« 1 the present! Hence,
1t 15 highly unlikely that he subsequently intends acknowledge the loss
of hıs reedom 1 I0 Secondly, Paul’s subsequent UuSCcC of (DV participlal
CONStructL1ONs 1 „0d (not being mysel(f£ under the law; U (DV QUTOC -  Ta
VOLLOV), „ıh \not being without the law of G Ood; U (DV OÜ VOLOC ÜE0U), ANnE
implicitly 1 IC but being! 1 the law of Christ; SIN EVVOLLOG XQoL0T0U)]
ATC STITECSS that 1 becoming »45 under the lawe he Cdid NOT

be »NOT under the lawe ANnE 1 becoming »45 wıithout the lawe« he Cdid
NOT be »NOT without the law of Code« but rather remaıned » 1n the
law of Christe. Likewise, Paul’s POo1lnNt 1 I0a 15 INOST likely NOT that he
W previousiy »free from allc but ceased be when he made himself

o]lave all, but rather that 1 makıng himself olave al he did NOL, 1
fact, be »free from a ]]< 10

Sub-Issue (LONCESSIVE, Causal Modal Whereas INOST scholars
ATC agreed that Y.199 should NO be understood 111CAall that Paul ceased

FOor 1LLUTIC PXtTeNSIVEe presentatıiıon of thıs line f thought, „CC OPPINS (see I}, 70-72
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from all people« and his making himself »a slave to all people« suggests 
that the sense of �λε��ερ�ς in v. 19 (and v. 1) is »independent«, that is, »not 
a slave to others« or »not subject to the demands or compulsion of others«.

Issue 3: The force of the participle �ν. The interpretation of the force 
of the present participle �ν is perhaps the most decisive issue for the 
interpretation of the relationship between »freedom« and »positive servi-
tude« in 1 Cor 9:19. It involves two sub-issues, namely a) whether or not 
Paul ceased to be free from all when he made himself a slave to all and b) 
whether the force of the participle is concessive, causal or modal.

Sub-Issue A: Past or present »freedom«. Since the present participle 
indicates an action or state of being contemporaneous with the action of 
the main verb, should we understand Paul to mean that he was free from 
all but ceased to be so when he made himself a slave to all? Or should 
we understood him to mean that being free from all in the past he made 
himself a slave to all without thereby ceasing to be free from all? In short, 
is the sense of v. 19a »I was free from all but ceased to be« or »I was free 
from all and continued to be«? In my judgment, two reference points al-
low us to answer this question with a relatively high degree of certainty. 
First and foremost, with the rhetorical question of 9:1 (Am I not free?), 
Paul is clearly concerned to assert that »he is free« in the present! Hence, 
it is highly unlikely that he subsequently intends to acknowledge the loss 
of his freedom in v. 19. Secondly, Paul’s subsequent use of �ν participial 
constructions in v. 20d (not being myself under the law; μ' �ν α(τ�ς &π� 
ν�μ�ν), v. 21b (not being without the law of God; μ' �ν *ν�μ�ς �ε�+), and 
implicitly in v. 21c (but [being] in the law of Christ; )λλ’ -νν�μ�ς .ριστ�+) 
are meant to stress that in becoming »as under the law« he did not cease 
to be »not under the law« and in becoming »as without the law« he did 
not cease to be »not without the law of God« but rather remained »in the 
law of Christ«. Likewise, Paul’s point in v. 19a is most likely not that he 
was previously »free from all« but ceased to be so when he made himself 
a slave to all, but rather that in making himself a slave to all he did not, in 
fact, cease to be »free from all«.10

Sub-Issue B: Concessive, Causal or Modal. Whereas most scholars 
are agreed that 9:19a should not be understood to mean that Paul ceased 

 10 For a more extensive presentation of this line of thought, see Coppins (see n. 1), 70-72.



be »fTree from allc when he made himself olave all ı there 15 less
OTMSCTIISU. whether the force of the participlal CONsStructıon should be
understood CONCESSIVE »though free from all«} causal »because

free from all«)} modal as OT wh 15 free from all} hıs 15 NOL, how
CVCL, SdaYy that there 15 prevailing VLICW, AT least wiıth regard which
interpretation 15 NOT COrTTreCt Adopting modal, causal modal-causal
understanding, significant number of scholars, especlally wiıithın the
‚(‚erman: tradition, A4VvVe emphatically rejected the CONCESSIVE iınterpreta-
t107. Adopting modal iınterpretation, Andreas Lindemann STALES that
»„the participle 15 NO strictly causal an certainiy NOT he understood
CONCESSIVE«.? Leavıng ODECI both causal ANnE modal interpretations, Samu-
e ] Vollenweider 1Ns1ısts that „with 1Ce W the whole of Pauline theology
It 18 absolutely HECESSULYV translate the participlal eXpression 1 199
NOT CONCESSIVE but AT least modal 1{ NO causal: ‚hbecause 1 that

free „ccc B3 Finally, combining the LW  — approaches, Wolfgang Schrage
MaAaıntaıns that 1t 15 » 1n ANnE OUuUTL of EAEUÜEOLO that Paul makes himself CVCT

ATICW 1Nt0 OOVAOG«, ANnE explains that 1{ reedom ıtself 15 the ground ANnE
DOo1LNt of departure for servitude, then 1t 15 NO »although« but »Hecause«
Paul 15 free that he makes himself o]lave ]] 14

Despite the weighty STALUFre ANnE eloquent rhetoric of the representa-
t1ves of thıs influential tradition of iınterpretation, TemMaAaın uncoNvinced.
Instead, ind mysel(f£ 1 agrecment wiıth Gerhard Dautzenberg’s CONTLEN-
t107 that »only CONCESSIVE understanding of the participle CONsStructıon
corresponds the Opposıtion of reedom ANnE enslavement«,% 1.€., CIOTr
9:19ab should read »Although being free from all, made myself£ olave
allc Here, COMParıson wıth the participlal clauses 1 „0d \not being

C VOLLENWEIDER (see 9}, vAI8) „Unbestritten 1St, A4SS 104 gegenüber 19b nıcht
e1INen VELSANSCILC. 7Zustand melnt«. ONnftras MARTIN, Slavery Salvation.
The Metaphor of Slavery In Pauline Christianity, 1990, 155 111e Vollenweider and
others ASSLUTLLEC agreemen this polint, have attempted marshal the decisive ALISL-
mMents 1n 1ts favoOor.
LINDEMANN see 7), 211 mY emphasis).

15 VOLLENWEIDER (see 9}, 2ZUU 55 mY emphasis]).
L SCHRAGE (see 7), 338
15 D’AUTZENBERG, Freiheit 1m hellenistischen Kontext in LDer 1ICLIEC Mensch 1n Christus.

Hellenistische Anthropologie und 1m Neuen Jestament, ed BEUTLER, 20U00üL, 65}
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to be »free from all« when he made himself a slave to all,11 there is less 
consensus on whether the force of the participial construction should be 
understood as concessive (»though I am free from all«), causal (»because I 
am free from all«) or modal (as one who is free from all). This is not, how-
ever, to say that there is no prevailing view, at least with regard to which 
interpretation is not correct. Adopting a modal, causal or modal-causal 
understanding, a significant number of scholars, especially within the 
›German‹ tradition, have emphatically rejected the concessive interpreta-
tion. Adopting a modal interpretation, Andreas Lindemann states that 
»the participle is not strictly causal and certainly not to be understood as 
concessive«.12 Leaving open both causal and modal interpretations, Samu-
el Vollenweider insists that »with a view to the whole of Pauline theology 
it is absolutely necessary to translate the participial expression in v. 19a 
not as concessive but at least as modal if not as causal: ›because or in that 
I am free …‹«13 Finally, combining the two approaches, Wolfgang Schrage 
maintains that it is »in and out of �λευ�ερ
α that Paul makes himself ever 
anew into a δ�+λ�ς«, and explains that if freedom itself is the ground and 
point of departure for servitude, then it is not »although« but »because« 
Paul is free that he makes himself a slave to all.14

Despite the weighty stature and eloquent rhetoric of the representa-
tives of this influential tradition of interpretation, I remain unconvinced. 
Instead, I find myself in agreement with Gerhard Dautzenberg’s conten-
tion that »only a concessive understanding of the participle construction 
corresponds to the opposition of freedom and enslavement«,15 i. e., 1 Cor 
9:19ab should read »Although being free from all, I made myself a slave to 
all«. Here, a comparison with the participial clauses in v. 20d (not being 

 11 Cf. Vollenweider (see n. 9), 210: »Unbestritten ist, dass v. 19a gegenüber 19b nicht 
einen vergangenen Zustand meint«. Contrast e. g., D. B. Martin, Slavery as Salvation. 
The Metaphor of Slavery in Pauline Christianity, 1990, 133 f. While Vollenweider and 
others assume agreement on this point, I have attempted to marshal the decisive argu-
ments in its favor.

 12 Lindemann (see n. 7), 211 (my emphasis).
 13 Vollenweider (see n. 9), 209 n. 53 (my emphasis).
 14 Schrage (see n. 7), 338.
 15 G. Dautzenberg, Freiheit im hellenistischen Kontext (in: Der neue Mensch in Christus. 

Hellenistische Anthropologie und Ethik im Neuen Testament, ed. J. Beutler, 2001, 65).



myself£ under the law!}, ANnE »„1ıbe not being wıithout the law of GCod but
being! 1 the law of Christ) MMaYy agaın be helpful. In these INstances, 1t
15 generally recognized that the force of the participle 15 CONCESSIVE!®6:
those under the) law 1 became)| under the law, though NOT being
celf under the) law; those without the] law 1 became)| wıithout the)
law, though NO being without the] law of GCod but ‚being] 1 the) law of
Christ. Paul’s emphasıis ere 15 NOot that he became »45 under the lawe he

he W 215 »MOLT himself under the lawe 110OT that he became »45 wıithout
the lawe« hecause he W145 »NOT without the) law of GCod but 1 the) law of
Christ«, 110OT 15 he eoncerned explain that 1t W145 precisely OT wh
W 215 »NOT himself under the lawe ANnE »MMOLT himself wiıithout the) law of
GCod but 1 the] law of Christe« that he became »45 under the lawe« ANnE »45

wıithout the lawe. Instead, Paul 15 eoncerned introduce qualification
avoıd potential misunderstanding. H1s POo1lnNt 15 that becoming

might be expected ental Y, but 1t O€es NOL, that 15, becoming »45 under
the lawe (20C)} might be expected ental »being under the) lawe ( 20d)
but 1t O€es NOL; likewise, becoming »45 wiıithout the] lawe« (219) might be
expected ental »being wiıithout the) law of Code« 21b] ANRE NOT being » 1n
the law of Christ«, but 1t 0O€es 110  —+

It 15 CONtentıion that the logic of 19ab 15 1 Manı y WayS the (O11-

of „0cd AT „»1ahbe. Here, Paul’s DOo1LNt 15 that whereas being »free from
al people« might be expected preclude 1ts antithesis, namely
making oneself olave al people, 1t O€es NOL, 1 fact, do 81 Such
reading Hits ell wıth earlier CONtentıion that the of EAEUÜEDOC 1

199 and 1} 15 »independent«, that 15, »MMOLT o]lave Oothers« »MOLT

subject the demands compulsion of Öothers«. In short, Paul’s Do1inNt
15 that although he W145 ANnE remaıned not o]lave human beings but
rather)| »free from al people« and thus could NO be expected, required

compelled subject himself the wiıishes of others}, he nevertheless
made himself » olave of al people« 1 order that he might gaın the many.“/

W hile thıs reading Aits ell wıth the hard JUuXtaposiıtion of »freedom«
ANnE »servitude« 1 the V  / the causal ANnE modal interpretation fajl do
Justice thıs fact Beyond thıs eruc1al DPO1LNtT, 1 would like highlight LW  —

16 SEe SCHRAGE (see 7), 336 »e1INe konzessive Partizipialbestimmung«.
I C OPPINS see I}, 721
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myself under the law), and v. 21bc (not being without the law of God but 
[being] in the law of Christ) may again be helpful. In these instances, it 
is generally recognized that the force of the participle is concessive16: to 
those under (the) law [I became] as under the law, though not being my-
self under (the) law; to those without (the) law [I became] as without (the) 
law, though not being without (the) law of God but (being) in (the) law of 
Christ. Paul’s emphasis here is not that he became »as under the law« be-
cause he was »not himself under the law« nor that he became »as without 
the law« because he was »not without (the) law of God but in (the) law of 
Christ«, nor is he concerned to explain that it was precisely as one who 
was »not himself under the law« and »not himself without (the) law of 
God but in (the) law of Christ« that he became »as under the law« and »as 
without the law«. Instead, Paul is concerned to introduce a qualification 
so as to avoid a potential misunderstanding. His point is that becoming X 
might be expected to entail Y, but it does not, that is, becoming »as under 
the law« (20c) might be expected to entail »being under (the) law« (20d) 
but it does not; likewise, becoming »as without (the) law« (21a) might be 
expected to entail »being without (the) law of God« (21b) and not being »in 
the law of Christ«, but it does not.

It is my contention that the logic of v. 19ab is in many ways the con-
verse of 20cd and 21abc. Here, Paul’s point is that whereas being »free from 
all people« might be expected to preclude its apparent antithesis, namely 
making oneself a slave to all people, it does not, in fact, do so! Such a 
reading fits well with my earlier contention that the sense of �λε��ερ�ς in 
v. 19a (and v. 1) is »independent«, that is, »not a slave to others« or »not 
subject to the demands or compulsion of others«. In short, Paul’s point 
is that although he was and remained (not a slave to human beings but 
rather) »free from all people« (and thus could not be expected, required 
or compelled to subject himself to the wishes of others), he nevertheless 
made himself »a slave of all people« in order that he might gain the many.17

While this reading fits well with the hard juxtaposition of »freedom« 
and »servitude« in the verse, the causal and modal interpretation fail to do 
justice to this fact. Beyond this crucial point, I would like to highlight two 

 16 See e. g., Schrage (see n. 7), 336: »eine konzessive Partizipialbestimmung«.
 17 Cf. Coppins (see n. 1), 72 f.



urther weaknesses of the causal iınterpretation, namely a} the fact that
1ts acdvocates CONtıNuUEe employ CONCESSIVE qUaS1-CONCESSLVE language
such »PDaradoxX«, »OXVINOTOIL«, ANnE „Cialectic« 1 their analyses,! ANnE
b! the ailure of 1ts aAcdvocates acddress the implications of the fact that
something other than »freedom« 15 gıven the basıs ANnE of Paul’s
ACt10ONS 1 23 » But do al things ACCOUNFT of t+he gospel 1 order that

INaYy become charer 1 1t.« TOM thıs V  / 1t 15 evident that t+he gospel
15 PUL forth the basıs ANnE of Paul’s ACt10NS 1 19—23 Aeccord-
ingly, 1t 15 NOT NECCSSaLYV Presecnt the »freedom« mentioned 1 199
the of Paul’s making himself olave all hıs DPO1Nt, of COUISC, 15
already suggested by IC cf 20b, 21d, 22b, 22d}, which CATl be understood

provide both the PUTDOSC ANnE of Paul’s actı0on 1 19b In short,
1t W 215 NOT his being »free from allc that provided his rationale actively
caused him make himself »< olave alle but rather he Cdid 1 order
that he might gaın the INalıy.

IT Luther’s Reception of I1CoOor Q.19 in his 1520 I ractate The Freedom
of Christian

The INOST influential reception of Paul’s JuXtaposiıtion of reedom ANnE
servıitude 1 IOr Y. 19 ANnE elsewhere 15 undoubtedly Martın Luther’s 1520

The Freedom of Christian, which Luther SCNHNT wıth letter
the Pope part of arl Miltitz’s last ditch effort reconcile him with
Rome 1 the CONTEXT of the proclamation of his EeEXCOMMPMUNICATLLON . hat
the relationship between reedom ANnE servıtude lies AT the heart of thıs

15 already evident from Luther’s famous LW  — ProOpOS1Lt1LONS, which
read öllows 1 the Latın ANRE 1 (‚erman VeEersS10NSs:

Christianus homo OoomMnNıumM dominus ET liberrimus, NnuL oubiectus
Christianus homo OoomMnNıumM “C 1 VLIS ET Offici0sissimus, omnıbus oubiectus.

IS See SCHRAGE (see 7), 334-337/, who I5 STATLES that »1N 1 reedom and servitude
cstand hard alongside ach other« 337} See I5 diseussion f Ebeling’s DOos1ıti1on PI0OW.

1 FOor uırther diseussion f the CONTEXT, character and Text f the Ctate, “CC OPPINS
(see I}, 10—14 and the addıtional liıterature cited there In what ollows employ the
tollowing abbreviation: Luther’s Works Ämer1iıcan ed., 56 vol.s, 1055 {t., 31,
343 Luther’s Works; vol 31; PAsC 343
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further weaknesses of the causal interpretation, namely a) the fact that 
its advocates continue to employ concessive or quasi-concessive language 
such as »paradox«, »oxymoron«, and »dialectic« in their analyses,18 and 
b) the failure of its advocates to address the implications of the fact that 
something other than »freedom« is given as the basis and cause of Paul’s 
actions in v. 23: »But I do all things on account of the gospel in order that 
I may become a sharer in it.« From this verse, it is evident that the gospel 
is put forth as the basis and cause of Paul’s actions in vv. 19–23. Accord-
ingly, it is not necessary to present the »freedom« mentioned in v. 19a as 
the cause of Paul’s making himself a slave to all. This point, of course, is 
already suggested by v. 19c (cf. 20b, 21d, 22b, 22d), which can be understood 
to provide both the purpose and cause of Paul’s action in v. 19b. In short, 
it was not his being »free from all« that provided his rationale or actively 
caused him to make himself »a slave to all« but rather he did so in order 
that he might gain the many.

III  Luther’s Reception of 1 Cor 9:19 in his 1520 Tractate The Freedom 
of a Christian

The most influential reception of Paul’s juxtaposition of freedom and 
servitude in 1 Cor 9:19 and elsewhere is undoubtedly Martin Luther’s 1520 
tractate The Freedom of a Christian, which Luther sent with a letter to 
the Pope as part of Karl Miltitz’s last ditch effort to reconcile him with 
Rome in the context of the proclamation of his excommunication.19 That 
the relationship between freedom and servitude lies at the heart of this 
tractate is already evident from Luther’s famous two propositions, which 
read as follows in the Latin and in German versions:

Christianus homo omnium dominus est liberrimus, nulli subiectus
Christianus homo omnium servus est officiosissimus, omnibus subiectus.

 18 See e. g., Schrage (see n. 7), 334-337, who also states that »in v. 19 freedom and servitude 
stand hard alongside each other« (337). See also my discussion of Ebeling’s position below.

 19 For further discussion of the context, character and text of the tractate, see Coppins 
(see n. 1), 10–14 and the additional literature cited there. In what follows I employ the 
following abbreviation: LW = Luther’s Works. American ed., 56 vol.s, 1955 ff., e. g. LW 31, 
343 = Luther’s Works; vol. 31; page 343.



Christian CISOU 15 IMOST free ord of ll ings]), subject 110116

Christian CISOU 15 IMOST utitul SErVant f al ings]), subject all

kyn Christen mensch 1st CyIl Ireyer herr ueber alle ding und nıemandt unterthan
kyn Christen mensch 1st CyIl dienstpar knecht er ding und yderman unterthan

Christian CISOU 15 free ord VCT ll things and subject 110116

Christian CISOU 15 utiful SPErvant of ll things and subject

Luther himself makes 1t abundantly clear that he VIEWS these LW  —
S1E10NS representing Paul’s line of thought 1 COT 20 In the words
of the (‚erman VersS10N: ; These LW  — PropOs1Lt10Ns ATC clearly Saınt Paul/’s,
I COr .10 ‚ { free 1 al things ANnE 4Ve made mysel(f£ olave of y_
OTI1LC c «C the Latın DULtS 1t » FOT both ATC from Paul himself, wh SaYS,
ICOTr .19 ‚Though free, made myself£ o]lave of 311( «21

In seeking unpack Luther’s reception of Paul’s JuXtaposiıtion of
»freedom« ANnE »DOSLtLVE servitude« 1 IOr . I9 111 focus a} differ-

between IOr Y. 19 ANnE Luther’s LW  — ProOpOS1Lt1LONS, b! Luther’s Latın
ANnE (‚erman translations of IOr Y. 19 ANnE C} the wWw1tNess of the

whole

Luther’s { wWO Propositio0ns and I1CGOr 9.10
While Luther expressly that his LW  @} PropOSLtLONS » clearly
Saınt Paul’s« ‚ German] ATC those 5 Of Paul himself« ‚ Latin]}, for ()JUT

1t 15 identify ANnE diseuss number of significant
differences.

1} In COT Y. 19 the Apostle Paul 15 speaking of himself; Luther’s LW  @}

S1t1ONS, by CONLFAST, speak of the Christian PETSOLN. ( In the OT hand, 1t 15
NOT self-evident that Paul would make thıs prec1ıse POo1lnNt 1 relation al
Christians. ( In the other hand, Paul’s line of thought 1 COT 10.32-IL.I A

hıis 15 NOTt SdYy, however, that Luther regarded (LOY .10 the oole bhasıs fOor hısU-
S1T10NS. In tact, the atınN Version ADDCAaLS place (LOT .10 and Rom 13:8 equal toot-
Ing, 111e presenting Cal and Phil 761 uırther SUPPOTIT. In the (:‚erman vers10n,
however, 1t 15 1L1UIC that IOr .10 has pride of place, SINCE the word » again«
presents Rom 13:8 and Cal addıtional SUPPOTIT.
FOor the 4atın Version, “CC / 40 ,22-25; 40 ,27/ FOor the (:;erman Version, „CC / 21,1-

Unless otherwise indicated al translations AIC ()W)
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A Christian person is a most free lord of all (things), subject to none.
A Christian person is a most dutiful servant of all (things), subject to all.

Eyn Christen mensch ist eyn freyer herr ueber alle ding und niemandt unterthan
Eyn Christen mensch ist eyn dienstpar knecht aller ding und yderman unterthan
A Christian person is a free lord over all things and subject to none.
A Christian person is a dutiful servant of all things and subject to everyone.

Luther himself makes it abundantly clear that he views these two propo-
sitions as representing Paul’s line of thought in 1 Cor 9:19.20 In the words 
of the German version: »These two propositions are clearly Saint Paul’s, 
1 Cor 9:19: ›I am free in all things and have made myself a slave of every-
one‹«; or as the Latin puts it: »For both are from Paul himself, who says, 
1 Cor 9:19: ›Though I am free, I made myself a slave of all‹«.21

In seeking to unpack Luther’s reception of Paul’s juxtaposition of 
»freedom« and »positive servitude« in 1 Cor 9:19 I will focus on a) differ-
ences between 1 Cor 9:19 and Luther’s two propositions, b) Luther’s Latin 
and German translations of 1 Cor 9:19 and c) the witness of the tractate as 
a whole.

1 Luther’s Two Propositions and 1 Cor 9:19
While Luther expressly suggests that his two propositions »are clearly 
Saint Paul’s« (German) or are those »of Paul himself« (Latin), for our 
purposes it is necessary to identify and discuss a number of significant 
differences.

1) In 1 Cor 9:19 the Apostle Paul is speaking of himself; Luther’s two propo-
sitions, by contrast, speak of the Christian person. On the one hand, it is 
not self-evident that Paul would make this precise point in relation to all 
Christians. On the other hand, Paul’s line of thought in 1 Cor 10:32-11:1 ap-

 20 This is not to say, however, that Luther regarded 1 Cor 9:19 as the sole basis for his propo-
sitions. In fact, the Latin version appears to place 1 Cor 9:19 and Rom 13:8 on equal foot-
ing, while presenting Gal 4:4 and Phil 2:6 f. as further support. In the German version, 
however, it is more apparent that 1 Cor 9:19 has pride of place, since the word »again« 
presents Rom 13:8 and Gal 4:4 as additional support.

 21 For the Latin Version, see WA 7; 49,22-25; 49,27 f. For the German Version, see WA 7; 21,1-
6. Unless otherwise indicated all translations are my own.



Do1inNt 1 thıs direction: ))B€ wiıithout Offense Jews ANnE Greeks
ANnE the church of God, Just also please ßl 1 al things, NOT seeking

O W benefht but that of the INanıYy, 1 order that they MMaYy be saved. Be
Im1ıtators of also of Christe. Hence, Luther’s development of
Paul’s line of thought 15 arguably justified but 1t 15 development OTM1C-

theless.

2} Whereas Luther’s LW  — PropOSsLt10NS CATl be SCCIN correspond wiıth
IOr 9:19ab, there 15 nothing that corresponds the PUTIDOSC STALEMEN
» 1n order that might gaın the INanıy « 1 1OC ( In the OT hand, the S18
nihcance of thıs POo1Nt should NO be exaggerated, SINCE OT of the
of the 15 that the believer MMaYy seek the lınterests of others, SINCE
s/he 15 NOT eoncerned wıth his her OW lInterests ?? ( In the other hand, 1t
should NOT be overlooked that Luther’s LW  — PropOs1Lt10NSs do NO retaın the
focus M1SS1LON, whereas IOr 0—2 15 ocused the specific 1SS107
of Paul 1 relation his self-understanding Apostle.

3} Luther’s LW  — PropOSsLt10NS CONSIıSt of LW  — SCNTIENCES wiıth Maın verbs,
whereas I COr Y. 10 15 single cComprised of participlal (O11-

Struct1on, Maın erh ANnE PUTDOSC clause. The result of thıs difference
15 that 1 Luther’s CA4ASC the relation between the LW  — PropOSsLt10NS 15 NO

expressed syntactically. hıs relates the fact that 1 his ‚( Jer-
111A711< interpreters wh frequently speak of Luther’s „double thesis«, Lu
ther consistently speaks of his »L WO ProOpOS1LLt1O0NS«. AÄAs for the relationship
between the LW  — ProOpOS1Lt1LONS, Luther wrıtes that »although these SCCTI

fight, nevertheless when they ll 4Ve een found COTMNNC together
they ll beautitully for ()JUT PUrpoSe.«® Here, Luther acknowledges
that the LW PropOSLt10NS ADDCar be 1 tens10n, but also indicates that
he CXDECLIS ind them COMINS together ANnE SCCS5 thıs congenial his
PUTIDOSC TOM thıs perspective, 1t 15 understandahble that IMNalıy scholars
speak of Luther’s double thesis, ANnE vieWw1Ng the beginning from the en
OT MMaYy indeed eonclude wıth Dietrich Korsch that »Out of the LW  — theses

See / 64-69
25 / 49,26 „Haec II1PUSHNaLCc videantur, amen, ubi CONVvenIıre Inventa fuerint,

ulchre aCcient ad INst1tutum NOSTITUM <
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pears to point in this direction: »Be without offense to Jews and to Greeks 
and to the church of God, just as I also please all in all things, not seeking 
my own benefit but that of the many, in order that they may be saved. Be 
imitators of me as I also am of Christ«. Hence, Luther’s development of 
Paul’s line of thought is arguably justified – but it is a development none-
theless.

2) Whereas Luther’s two propositions can be seen to correspond with 
1 Cor 9:19ab, there is nothing that corresponds to the purpose statement 
»in order that I might gain the many« in v. 19c. On the one hand, the sig-
nificance of this point should not be exaggerated, since one of the concerns 
of the tractate is that the believer may seek the interests of others, since  
s/he is not concerned with his or her own interests.22 On the other hand, it 
should not be overlooked that Luther’s two propositions do not retain the 
focus on mission, whereas 1 Cor 9:19–23 is focused on the specific mission 
of Paul in relation to his self-understanding as Apostle.

3) Luther’s two propositions consist of two sentences with main verbs, 
whereas 1 Cor 9:19 is a single sentence comprised of a participial con-
struction, a main verb and a purpose clause. The result of this difference 
is that in Luther’s case the relation between the two propositions is not 
expressed syntactically. This relates to the fact that in contrast to his ›Ger-
man‹ interpreters who frequently speak of Luther’s »double thesis«, Lu-
ther consistently speaks of his »two propositions«. As for the relationship 
between the two propositions, Luther writes that »although these seem 
to fight, nevertheless when they will have been found to come together 
they will serve beautifully for our purpose.«23 Here, Luther acknowledges 
that the two propositions appear to be in tension, but also indicates that 
he expects to find them coming together and sees this as congenial to his 
purpose. From this perspective, it is understandable that many scholars 
speak of Luther’s double thesis, and viewing the beginning from the end 
one may indeed conclude with Dietrich Korsch that »out of the two theses 

 22 See WA 7; 64-69.
 23 WA 7; 49,26: »Haec quanquam pugnare videantur, tamen, ubi convenire inventa fuerint, 

pulchre facient ad institutum nostrum«.



OT thesıis has ATYıISCN «24 VLOreover, thıs observation enables OT

why Luther found 1t approprliate entitle the The Freedom of
Christian.

A} Luther speaks of the Christian » free lord of al things}« ANnE »< free
lord VCT al things«, ANnE aclds that s/he 15 subject NOÖLLC, whereas Paul
STALES that he 15 »free from al ‚pDeople}«., Here, there ATC LW  — DO1LNTS Ofe

Fırst, while Luther’s »subject L1OT1C« arguably makes similar DOo1LNt
Paul’s »fTree from all«, Luther’s lord of/over introduces L1CW emphasis, 1
which »freedom« ADDCais be AassOCc1ated wıth DOS1LtLVeE lordship of/over.
Secondly, while 4Ve argued above that Paul speaks of being free from
„all people«, Luther speaks of being lord VCT „all things« 1 the (‚erman.
hat thıs 15 also the meanıng of the grammatically ambiguous OoOMNIUM
15 clear from the fact that the Latın Versi0n subsequently STATLTECS that the
Christian 15 free »from al things ANnE VCT ßl things«,2 These changes
together CONstitute significant development. Rather than merely being
free from al people, 1 the of NO being subject their wishes
demands, the believer 15 sa1id be » IMNOST free Lord VCT al things«.

In SIL then SCC that Luther’s LW  — PropOs1Lt10Ns represent osuhbtle
development of IOr Y. 19 rather than prec1ise representation of 1t

Luther’s Translations of I1CoOor 9.10 in t+he Freedom of Christian
Luther’s Latın ANnE (‚erman translations of IOr Y. 19 also ched light UDOLINL
his reception of the The Latın reads: Cum lıber} OMN1ı1UM

SCTVUTN fec1<26 ANnE the (‚erman: ‚Ich byn frey allen dingen, und hab
mich eyn(ß yderman znecht gemacht«.? In both C  / Luther O€es NO
translate COT Y.I10C, which results 1 loss 1 the M1SSL1ONArYy focus NOL-
ed 1 relation his LW  @} PropOSLtLONS. Other significant differences from
the Greek, however, also CINCIEC 1 both the Latın ANnE (‚erman VEersS1018.?©

KORSCH, Freiheit qals Summe. Über die Ciestalt christlichen Lebens nach Martın
Luther NZSTh 40, 1988, 154!; »Äus den WEe1 Thesen 1St 1nNe These geworden.«

25 See / 55,5 „omnıbus et UD OMN1A«.
76 /} A9,27%.

/} 21,5
ga Both VersS10Ns ILLEALY I5 be compared Luther’s New lTestament translation, 1C. NOT

surprisingly remaıns closer the Creek text »„[Jenn wiewohl ich $rei bin Va  - jeder-
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one thesis has arisen«.24 Moreover, this observation enables one to grasp 
why Luther found it appropriate to entitle the tractate The Freedom of a 
Christian.

4) Luther speaks of the Christian as »a free lord of all (things)« and »a free 
lord over all things«, and adds that s/he is subject to none, whereas Paul 
states that he is »free from all (people)«. Here, there are two points to note. 
First, while Luther’s »subject to none« arguably makes a similar point to 
Paul’s »free from all«, Luther’s lord of/over introduces a new emphasis, in 
which »freedom« appears to be associated with a positive lordship of/over. 
Secondly, while we have argued above that Paul speaks of being free from 
»all people«, Luther speaks of being lord over »all things« in the German. 
That this is also the meaning of the grammatically ambiguous omnium 
is clear from the fact that the Latin version subsequently states that the 
Christian is free »from all things and over all things«.25 These changes 
together constitute a significant development. Rather than merely being 
free from all people, in the sense of not being subject to their wishes or 
demands, the believer is said to be »a most free Lord over all things«.

In sum then we see that Luther’s two propositions represent a subtle 
development of 1 Cor 9:19 rather than a precise representation of it.

2 Luther’s Translations of 1 Cor 9:19 in the Freedom of a Christian
Luther’s Latin and German translations of 1 Cor 9:19 also shed light upon 
his reception of the verse. The Latin reads: ›Cum liber essem, omnium 
me servum feci‹26 and the German: ›Ich byn frey yn allen dingen, und hab 
mich eynß yderman knecht gemacht‹.27 In both cases, Luther does not 
translate 1 Cor 9:19c, which results in a loss in the missionary focus as not-
ed in relation to his two propositions. Other significant differences from 
the Greek, however, also emerge in both the Latin and German versions.28

 24 D. Korsch, Freiheit als Summe. Über die Gestalt christlichen Lebens nach Martin 
Luther (NZSTh 40, 1988, 154): »Aus den zwei Thesen ist eine These geworden.«

 25  See WA 7; 58,5: »omnibus et super omnia«.
 26 WA 7; 49,27 f.
 27 WA 7; 21,5 f.
 28 Both versions may also be compared to Luther’s New Testament translation, which not 

surprisingly remains closer to the Greek text: »Denn wiewohl ich frei bin von jeder-
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The Latin version of the tractate remains fairly close to the Greek text. 
In addition to leaving out the purpose clause in v. 19c, the most signifi-
cant difference is that Luther merely writes »free«, omitting the phrase 
»from all« which is found in both the Greek text and the Latin Vulgate 
(ex omnibus). This arguably has the effect of making the »freedom« in 
question more open to be understood in a positive or active manner, i. e., 
as »freedom for« or »freedom over« rather than merely »freedom from«. 
In agreement with the Greek text, however, Luther’s Latin translation of 
v. 19a should be understood to mean that Paul »was free and continued to 
be« rather than that he »was free and ceased to be«.29 Likewise, as I argued 
for the Greek text, the cum-clause in the Latin text should be interpreted 
in a concessive manner: »although I am free«.30

Whereas Luther merely wrote »free« in the Latin, the German ver-
sion includes the phrase »free in all things« rather than »free from all« as 
in the Greek. Here, by employing »in« rather than »from«, Luther again 
arguably leaves more room for a positive or active understanding of the 
»freedom« in question. Moreover, by speaking of »all things« rather than 
»all people«, he broadens its scope. Both of these changes are all the more 
striking when one considers that in his New Testament translation he 
writes »frei … von Jedermann« (free from everyone). In writing »I am free 
in all things« the German version leaves no ambiguity about the present 
nature of the freedom in question. But this version transposes the Greek 

mann, habe ich doch mich selbst jedermann zum Knechte gemacht, auf dass ich ihrer 
Viele gewinnen« (»For though I am free from everyone, I nevertheless made myself a 
slave to everyone, so that I might win the many«).

 29 As with the Greek syntax, the Latin syntax of Luther’s translation of v. 19a allows for 
both readings. That the option stated above captures Luther’s understanding is evident 
from the fact that when he explicates his understanding with reference to the example 
of Christ, he speaks of Christ as at the same time (simul) a free person and a slave.

 30 Like the Greek participial construction, the force of the Latin cum clause is largely de-
pendent upon the context. Hence, on the basis of the syntax alone, it could have a range 
of meanings including »because« and »although«. With a view to the context, however, 
it seems clear that the sense here is »although«, since Luther employs unambiguously 
concessive language when he goes on to unpack his point with reference to Gal 4:4, stat-
ing that »Christ, although (quanquam) lord of all, nevertheless (tamen) was born from 
a woman, born under the law, at the same time a free person and a slave, at the same 
time in the form of God and in the form of a slave«.
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Alongside thıs emphasis, however, there ATC also INsStaAaNces 1 which Lu
ther indicates that the Christian SC1TVCS5 »freely«, » 1n freedom«, »45

free person«. Finally, though less frequent, there ATC SOTLNC 1 which
reedom 15 iıdentihfed the ground, ımpetus of SEervICE. FOr
ample, 1t 15 sa1id that Christians do the 111 of the authorities »Out of love
ANnE reedom« ANnE elsewhere that the Christian O€es everything »Out of
PUIC reedom «36 In other words, Luther also makes UuSCcC of both modal ANnE
causal CONStructLONS.

31 /} Y3, 5L 3L, 349}. C{ 31, 361 366 3/1-373
32 3L, 355
35 3L, 352 355 368

/} 65,32-34. C / 49,28; 50,2-4; 65,11-I13.
35 SEe Sa /} 64,36; 64,33; 67,5; 67,31; 3/,4; 67,7; 370{
36 SEe /} 3/7/,4; 62,12; 32,51

259289

participial construction into two sentences connected by ›and‹ (und). In 
this way it leaves open the question of the precise relation between them 
and thus conforms more closely to Luther’s two propositions.

3  The Relation of Freedom and Positive Servitude in the Tractate  
as a Whole

Rather than attempting to provide an exhaustive study of the relation be-
tween freedom and servitude in the tractate in its entirety, the limited aim 
of this section is to show how some of the differences highlighted thus far 
are taken up in the tractate. The first point to highlight is how it unpacks 
the »all things« from Luther’s two propositions and his translations of 
1 Cor 9:19. Whereas I have argued that Paul is concerned to assert that he 
is free from all people and that the relation of this »freedom« to the law 
and other entities is at most indirect, Luther’s »all things« is broad enough 
to include an astonishing range of entities including the law,31 life,32 sin(s), 
death, and hell.33

With regard to the relation between freedom and servitude, the trac-
tate contains a number of different emphases. Here, Luther is especially 
fond of the concessive construction »although free, nevertheless a slave«: 
»although (quanquam) the Christian is thus free from all works, s/he 
ought nevertheless (tamen) … to take the form of a slave … and to serve«.34 
Alongside this emphasis, however, there are also instances in which Lu-
ther indicates that the Christian serves »freely«, »in freedom«, or »as a 
free person«.35 Finally, though less frequent, there are some cases in which 
freedom is identified as the ground, cause or impetus of service. For ex-
ample, it is said that Christians do the will of the authorities »out of love 
and freedom« and elsewhere that the Christian does everything »out of 
pure freedom«.36 In other words, Luther also makes use of both modal and 
causal constructions.

 31 WA 7; 53,31 (= LW 31, 349). Cf. LW 31, 361. 366. 371-373.
 32 LW 31, 355.
 33 LW 31, 352. 355. 368.
 34  WA 7; 65,32-34. Cf. WA 7; 49,28; 50,2-4; 65,11-13.
 35 See e. g., WA 7; 64,36; 64,33; 67,5; 67,31; 37,4; 67,7; 37,9 f.
 36 See WA 7; 37,4; 62,12; 32,31.
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37 See EBELING, TEel ALULS Clauben [ )as Vermächtnis der Reformation, 1968 in IDEM,
Lutherstudien, vol 19 /L, 308-329}; IDEM, e königlich-priesterliche Freiheit in IDEM,
Lutherstudien, vol 3y 1985, 157-180); IDEM, LDDer kontroverse Crund der Freiheit. /7Z7um
(,egensatz Va  - Luther-Enthusiasmus und Luther-Fremdheit 1n der Neuzeıit in IDEM,
Lutherstudien, vol 3y 1985, 366-394|.

35 See IDEM, Luther. Einführung In Se1IN Denken, 1964, 239-258; nglish translation:
IDEM, Luther, translated by WILSON, 1970, 210-225; IDEM, Martın Luthers Weg
und Wort, 1982, I5-77) IDEM, Dogmatik des christlichen Glaubens, Vol 3y 1979, 1/71-190;
IDEM, I e Wahrheit des Evangeliums. Fıne Lesehilte ZU Galaterbriet, 198I; nglish
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In sum Luther’s reception of 1 Cor 9:19 extends and alters Paul’s own 
line of thought in several ways. Noteworthy developments and shifts of 
emphasis include, a) applying a statement about the apostle Paul to the 
Christian person in general, b) omitting the mission focus in v. 19c, which 
is specifically concerned with Paul’s own apostolic mission; c) using lan-
guage suggestive of a more positive or active freedom such as »free lord 
over«, and »free in all things«, rather than simply replicating Paul’s more 
negative expression »free from all«; d) expanding the reference of the 
freedom in question from »all people« to »all things« and filling out this 
point with concrete examples such as the law, sin(s), life, death, and hell; 
and e) retaining and even sharpening Paul’s concessive presentation of 
the relationship between »freedom« and »positive servitude«, while also 
including both modal and causal emphases. The inclusion of these lat-
ter emphases appear to contribute to Luther’s more overarching purpose 
of showing how his seemingly antithetical theses can be found to come 
together, a purpose that gives rationale to his decision to place both of his 
theses under the single title The Freedom of a Christian.

4  Gerhard Ebeling’s Reception of 1 Cor 9:19 and Luther’s  
Two Propositions

The topic of freedom was a life-long theme of the Lutheran theologian 
Gerhard Ebeling. In addition to his concise book Frei aus Glauben (Free 
by Faith) and his many articles devoted to the topic,37 Ebeling developed 
his understanding of freedom in his books on Luther, his Dogmatik des 
christlichen Glaubens and his commentary on Galatians.38 Again and 
again in these works, Ebeling zeroes in on 1 Cor 9:19 and Luther’s two 

 37 See G. Ebeling, Frei aus Glauben. Das Vermächtnis der Reformation, 1968 (in: Idem, 
Lutherstudien, vol. 1, 1971, 308-329); Idem, Die königlich-priesterliche Freiheit (in: Idem, 
Lutherstudien, vol. 3, 1985, 157-180); Idem, Der kontroverse Grund der Freiheit. Zum 
Gegensatz von Luther-Enthusiasmus und Luther-Fremdheit in der Neuzeit (in: Idem, 
Lutherstudien, vol. 3, 1985, 366-394).

 38 See G. Idem, Luther. Einführung in sein Denken, 1964, 239-258; English translation: 
Idem, Luther, translated by R. A. Wilson, 1970, 210-225; Idem, Martin Luthers Weg 
und Wort, 1983, 75-77; Idem, Dogmatik des christlichen Glaubens, Vol. 3, 1979, 171-190; 
Idem, Die Wahrheit des Evangeliums. Eine Lesehilfe zum Galaterbrief, 1981; English 
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30 SEe C5D 1LDEM, Tel ALULS Glauben, 19 /1 (see 37), 31U0; 1LDEM, Dogmatik (see 38), 190 C{
I5 1DEM, Luther, 1964 (see 38), 1LDEM, Luther, 1970 (see 38), 17
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bin, annn ehesten Luthers«.
IDEM, Luther, 1964 see 38), c$ IDEM, Luther, 1970 (see 38]1, 17

IDEM, Dogmatik (see 38), 190
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propositions in order to unpack his own understanding of the relation 
between freedom and positive servitude.39 At the outset it should be noted 
that in this matter Ebeling finds no dissonance between Paul and Luther, 
whose shared vision he seeks to unpack.40

In his 1964 book on Luther, Ebeling argues that »the against-each-other 
of freedom and servitude upon which Luther builds his work ›On the Free-
dom of a Christian person‹ only interprets in paradoxical formulation the 
unity of both and thereby the nature of freedom«.41 Ebeling’s point here is 
that while Luther’s formulation may be paradoxical, the nature of freedom 
itself is defined by the unity of freedom and servitude and thus implicitly 
not paradoxical. This second point is repeatedly emphasized with increas-
ing sharpness in subsequent works. His 1968 work, Frei aus Glauben, 
insists that since Paul’s concern in 1 Cor 9:19 is not with the limitation of 
freedom but rather with its realization, one should not speak straightaway 
of »paradox«. His 1979 Dogmatik makes the same point even more point-
edly, stressing that in 1 Cor 9:19 Paul is concerned with an understanding 
of freedom as freedom to serve, an understanding that is »united in itself« 
and therefore »completely non-paradoxical«.42 Likewise, his 1983 Luther 
book insists that one should not speak of paradox in relation to Luther’s 
two propositions since »Christian freedom is not constricted and dimin-
ished through servitude but rather fulfills itself therein«.43

translation: Idem, The Truth of the Gospel. An Exposition of Galatians, translated by 
D. Green, 1985.

 39 See esp. idem, Frei aus Glauben, 1971 (see n. 37), 319; idem, Dogmatik (see n. 38), 190. Cf. 
also idem, Luther, 1964 (see n. 38), 242; idem, Luther, 1970 (see n. 38), 212.

 40 See Idem, Frei aus Glauben, 1971 (see n. 37), 319; idem, Dogmatik (see n. 38), 190. Though 
a student of both Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Rudolf Bultmann, Ebeling regarded himself 
as a student of Luther before anyone else. See Idem, Gespräch über Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
(in: Idem, Theologie in den Gegensätzen des Lebens, 1985, 647): »Wenn ich eines Schüler 
bin, dann am ehesten Luthers«.

 41 Idem, Luther, 1964 (see n. 38), 242; cf. Idem, Luther, 1970 (see n. 38), 212.
 42 Idem, Dogmatik (see n. 38), 190.
 43 idem, Weg (see n. 38), 76 f. Notably, Gerhard Ebeling’s teacher Rudolf Bultmann em-

ployed the language of paradox in his discussion of freedom and servitude in relation to 
1 Cor 9:19. See R. Bultmann, Theologie des Neuen Testaments, 91984, 343 (original em-
phasis): »es bedeutet, daß die grundsätzliche Freiheit in jedem Augenblick die Gestalt 
des Verzichtes annehmen kann – des Verzichtes scheinbar auf die Freiheit selbst, der 



Ebeling’s SrTrOW1N£g antipathy the language of paradox 15 directly
lated his central CONVIıCtLLON that the NALUTFrE of reedom 15 defined by +he
solidarity of freedom and servitude. S1INCce his 1968 work CI (AUS Gilauben
develops thıs DOo1LNt with particular L1UATICC ANnE eloquence 1 relation
both Luther ANnE Paul, urther analysıs of Ebeling ll primarily CONSIST
1 close study of thıs key Passasc.

And nnally Christian reedom 15 I5 defined by Inner tens10n, 1C Luther
rought eXpression 1n the famous ormula ‚A Christian CISOU 15 ftree ord VCT

ll things and subject 110116 Christian CISOUM 15 utitul SErVant of al things
and subject ONC.« hıs 15 the PXAC paraphrasing of that 1C Paul S yYS
1n IOr .10 ‚;Though free VCT agalnst all, made mysel{ olave all The

wWwon AIMLILIC OUT GT1 1LLUIC Jearly 1t ()11! WCIC translate: 5Kecause free
VCT agalnst ll made mysel{ clave all FOor here the (UTMILCECTIN 15 NOT wıth the
limıtation of Christian reedom but precisely wiıth 1ts execution 1n the solidarity
of reedom and SPeIVICE. Therefore (I11! chould NOTt speak straightaway of ‚paradox:
either. It 15 NOT contradictory subject attfer but (I11! that completely Hts together,
NOT 1sScOord but cConcord, that reedom 15 both of these together and that reedom 15
only 1n the with-each-other of

Notablvy, Ebeling begins ere by acknowledging that „Christian reedom 15
also defined by INNer eNSION «. This, he claims, 15 brought eXpression
1 Luther’s famous formula, which 15 regarded »„the Dparaphrasing
of what Paul SaVyS 1 I COr In thıs CONLEXTL, Ebeling initially S_
lates IOr 9:19ab: »Though ‚ Wiewohl) free VCT agaınst gegenüber)
all. made mysel(f£ olave all«, before asserting that »the would
COTMNNC OuTt otil1 LLLOTC clearly 1{ OT WEIC translate: ‚Because ‚Weil)
free VCT agalınst al made mysel(f£ olave 311( « At thıs DPO1Nt, Ebeling
then provides the rationale for his alternative translation by explaining
that the COTMCETN ere 15 NOT wıth the limiıtation of reedom but rather
wıth 1ts execution realization 1 the solidarity of reedom ANnE SEervICE.

ber vielmehr 1nNe paradoxe Betätigung der Freiheit celhst 1St, wWw1e 616e 1n dem EAEUVEDOG
VYOO (DV C MOVTOV ITICLOLV EUCUTOV SOOVAÄMOC spricht (1 Kor U, I9 }«; »„»the basıc reedom (  -

211 ALLY mMOmMent take the ftorm f FTeNUNCIALION seemingly the renunclatıon of free-
dom tselft, but In reality paradoxical PXPICISE of reedom tself, 1n the declaration
EAEUVÜEDOG VOQ (DV C MOVTOV ITICLOLV EUCUTOV SOOVAÄMOC (1 (LOT 9:19)< mY translation). C{

BULTMANN, Theology of the New lTestament With New Introduction by Robert
Morgan, translated by (:ROBEL, vol 1- 2007
EBELING, Tel ALULLS Glauben, 19 /I see 37), 315
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Ebeling’s growing antipathy to the language of paradox is directly re-
lated to his central conviction that the nature of freedom is defined by the 
solidarity of freedom and servitude. Since his 1968 work Frei aus Glauben 
develops this point with particular nuance and eloquence in relation to 
both Luther and Paul, my further analysis of Ebeling will primarily consist 
in a close study of this key passage:

And finally Christian freedom is also defined by an inner tension, which Luther 
brought to expression in the famous formula: ›A Christian person is a free lord over 
all things and subject to none. A Christian person is a dutiful servant of all things 
and subject to everyone.‹ This is the exact paraphrasing of that which Paul says 
in 1 Cor 9:19: ›Though I am free over against all, I made myself a slave to all.‹ The 
sense would come out still more clearly if one were to translate: ›Because I am free 
over against all I made myself a slave to all‹. For here the concern is not with the 
limitation of Christian freedom but precisely with its execution in the solidarity 
of freedom and service. Therefore one should not speak straightaway of ›paradox‹ 
either. It is not a contradictory subject matter but one that completely fits together, 
not discord but concord, that freedom is both of these together and that freedom is 
only in the with-each-other of both.44

Notably, Ebeling begins here by acknowledging that »Christian freedom is 
also defined by an inner tension«. This, he claims, is brought to expression 
in Luther’s famous formula, which is regarded as »the exact paraphrasing 
of what Paul says in 1 Cor 9:19«. In this context, Ebeling initially trans-
lates 1 Cor 9:19ab: »Though (Wiewohl) I am free over against (gegenüber) 
all, I made myself a slave to all«, before asserting that »the sense would 
come out still more clearly if one were to translate: ›Because (Weil) I am 
free over against all I made myself a slave to all‹«. At this point, Ebeling 
then provides the rationale for his alternative translation by explaining 
that the concern here is not with the limitation of freedom but rather 
with its execution or realization in the solidarity of freedom and service. 

aber vielmehr eine paradoxe Betätigung der Freiheit selbst ist, wie sie in dem �λε��ερ�ς 
γ�ρ �ν �κ π�ντων π�σιν �μαυτ�ν �δ��λωσα spricht (1 Kor 9, 19)«; »the basic freedom can 
at any moment take on the form of renunciation – seemingly the renunciation of free-
dom itself, but in reality a paradoxical exercise of freedom itself, as in the declaration 
�λε��ερ�ς γ�ρ �ν �κ π�ντων π�σιν �μαυτ�ν �δ��λωσα (1 Cor 9:19)« (my translation). Cf. 
R. Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament. With a New Introduction by Robert 
Morgan, translated by K. Grobel, vol. 1-2, 2007, 342.

 44 Ebeling, Frei aus Glauben, 1971 (see n. 37), 313.



Havıng thus articulated his basıec DOSLL1LON, Ebeling then unpacks 1t 1
several WaySs Firstly, he that OT should NOT immediately reach
for the language of paradox. Secondly, takıng the language of MUSIC he
explains that rather than being cContradictory, 1 paradox, the subject
IMaAatter ere 15 OT that completely Aits together 15 completely 1 LUNE,
being example of eoncord harmony rather than discord dishar-
INONY., Finally, he explains urther that reedom 15 the with-each-other of
both reedom ANnE servitude ANnE that reedom 15 only found 1 the with-
each-other of both

Before turnıng the heart of Ebeling’s ument, attention should be
gıven LW  — DO1NtTS of detail 1 his diseussion. Fırst, 1t 15 noteworthy that,
like Luther, Ebeling leaves ff I9C 1 his translation, which results 1
loss of the 1SS1077 CONTEXT 1 general ANnE Paul’s apostolic 1SS107 1 DPar
ticular. Secondly, 1t 15 perhaps significant that Ebeling chooses translate
the Greek C wiıth gegenüber, which 4Ve translated literally »OVCT

agalnst«. In thıs WAaY, he arguably the WaYy for his LLLOTC DOSLtLVE
aACctıve understanding of freedom, »freedom VCT agalnst«, 1

solely negatıve understanding of reedom »freedom from«.
RBut perhaps the INOST striking eature of Ebeling’s 15 that he

iniıtially translates CIOTr Y.109 »Though wiewohl) free VCT agaınst
allc before arguıng that »„the would COTNC OuTt stil] LLOTC clearly 1f OT

WÜEOIC translate: >Because free VCT agaınst allcce 4 It 15 unclear why
Ebeling begins with the traditional translation »though«. Perhaps 1t 15
nothing LLOTC than t1p of the hat Luther, wh employs wiewochl 1 his
translation of the New Testament. Alternatively, he MMaYy do for rhetori-
6al 1CasSsONS, 1.€., because Statıng the traclıtional translatıon YsSt enables
the reader perceıve the difference 1 his alternative translatıon LLOTC

clearly. (Jr 1t MMaYy reflect tacıt acknowledgment that the surface level
favors thıs translation, whereas t+he of the 15 captured LLOTC

clearly wıth the translatıon »Hecause«. Though 1t 15 dithecult be certanin,
inclined favor the last of these Opt10Ns, perhaps 1 COoNJunctLion

wıth OT both of the others. Whether NOT thıs speculation 15 aCCUFrate,
1t 15 clear that Ebeling’s DILMary emphasıs lies elsewhere, namely 1 his
cCONtentıiıon that +he of I COr Y. 10 15 eoncerned wıth the realization

4N IDEM, Tel ALLS Glauben, 19 /1 (see 37), 310
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Having thus articulated his basic position, Ebeling then unpacks it in 
several ways. Firstly, he suggests that one should not immediately reach 
for the language of paradox. Secondly, taking up the language of music he 
explains that rather than being contradictory, as in a paradox, the subject 
matter here is one that completely fits together or is completely in tune, 
being an example of concord or harmony rather than discord or dishar-
mony. Finally, he explains further that freedom is the with-each-other of 
both freedom and servitude and that freedom is only found in the with-
each-other of both.

Before turning to the heart of Ebeling’s argument, attention should be 
given to two points of detail in his discussion. First, it is noteworthy that, 
like Luther, Ebeling leaves off v. 19c in his translation, which results in a 
loss of the mission context in general and Paul’s apostolic mission in par-
ticular. Secondly, it is perhaps significant that Ebeling chooses to translate 
the Greek �κ with gegenüber, which I have translated literally as »over 
against«. In this way, he arguably prepares the way for his more positive 
or active understanding of freedom, »freedom over against«, in contrast to 
a solely negative understanding of freedom as »freedom from«.

But perhaps the most striking feature of Ebeling’s argument is that he 
initially translates 1 Cor 9:19a as: »Though (wiewohl) I am free over against 
all« before arguing that »the sense would come out still more clearly if one 
were to translate: ›Because I am free over against all‹«.45 It is unclear why 
Ebeling begins with the traditional translation »though«. Perhaps it is 
nothing more than a tip of the hat to Luther, who employs wiewohl in his 
translation of the New Testament. Alternatively, he may do so for rhetori-
cal reasons, i. e., because stating the traditional translation first enables 
the reader to perceive the difference in his alternative translation more 
clearly. Or it may reflect a tacit acknowledgment that the surface level 
favors this translation, whereas the sense of the verse is captured more 
clearly with the translation »because«. Though it is difficult to be certain, 
I am inclined to favor the last of these options, perhaps in conjunction 
with one or both of the others. Whether or not this speculation is accurate, 
it is clear that Ebeling’s primary emphasis lies elsewhere, namely in his 
contention that the sense of 1 Cor 9:19 is concerned with the realization 

 45 Idem, Frei aus Glauben, 1971 (see n. 37), 319.



execution of reedom 1 the solidarity of reedom ANRE SEervICE. It 15 AT
thıs DOo1Nt that OT of the INOST interesting facets of Ebeling’s interpreta-
t107 CINCISCS, namely his twotfold UuSC of reedom. We eould call these
»freedom-I« ANnE »freedom-?2« 5small reedom« ANnE reedom«. ( In
the OT hand reedom-Iı 15 the entLty that 15 1 solidarity wiıth servitude.
( In the other hand, freedom-»?. CONSIıSt 1 the wıith-each-other of reedom-ı
and servitude, ANnE 1t 15 freedom-». that 15 when Ebeling speaks of
„»Christian reedom«.

Havıng traced the of Ebeling’s thought 1 SOTLIC detail, 110

wiısh COINDATIC his presentatıion that of Luther ANnE Paul The YSt
DOo1LNt OTtfe 15 that Paul as 4Ve interpreted him)] ANnE Luther as Ebeling
acknowledges] highlight the ensi0n involved 1 the relationship
between reedom ANnE servitude. By CONLFAST, Ebeling ceeks M1ıNıIMIZE
thıs enNns1i10n AT least place 1t 1 larger CONTLEXT He O€es NOL, however,
TELNOVC 1t entirely, for he explicitly acknowledges that Christian reedom
15 defined by INNer eNsS10N2. Where thıs eNs10Nn 15 Ocated exactly 15
NOT stated ANnE OT CATl only speculate where Ebeling would place 1t
RBut wıth 1Ce W his overall synthesis perhaps he would place 1t 1 the
relation between reedom-ı ANnE servıitude? Whatever the 4A115WCT thıs
quest10n, Ebeling’s Maın COTMCETN 15 clearly chow that rather than being
eonstrieceted by servitude, freedom - OTr Christian freedom] realizes ıtself 1
the solidarity of reedom-Iı ANnE servıitude. 10 what ExtTent then 15 thıs latter
COTMCETN also present 1 Luther Paul?

Three observations SUSSCSL that Luther O€es chare Ebeling’s central
COTMICETT!NN Fırst, while noting that his LW  — PropOs1Lt10NSs ADDCULT be AT

odds, Luther foresees them COmM1Ng together ANnE regards thıs congenial
his Purpose.*° Secondly, Luther’s placement of both of his PropOos1Lt10NSs

under the Overarching rubric of »The Freedom of Christian« 15 a_
rable Ebeling’s twotold UuSC of freedom, 1 which Christian reedom Or
freedom-2)} CONSIStS 1 the solidarity of reedom-ı ANRE servıitude. Thirdly,
the fact that Luther also includes modal ANnE causal emphases CATl be SCCIN

POo1lnNt 1 thıs direction. In short, 1t 15 possible 1eW Ebeling’s DOos1ıtion
1 LUuNe with that of Luther.

46 See / 49,26 See
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or execution of freedom in the solidarity of freedom and service. It is at 
this point that one of the most interesting facets of Ebeling’s interpreta-
tion emerges, namely his twofold use of freedom. We could call these 
»freedom-1« and »freedom-2« or »small freedom« and »big freedom«. On 
the one hand freedom-1 is the entity that is in solidarity with servitude. 
On the other hand, freedom-2 consist in the with-each-other of freedom-1 
and servitude, and it is freedom-2 that is meant when Ebeling speaks of 
»Christian freedom«.

Having traced the contours of Ebeling’s thought in some detail, I now 
wish to compare his presentation to that of Luther and Paul. The first 
point to note is that Paul (as I have interpreted him) and Luther (as Ebeling 
acknowledges) highlight the apparent tension involved in the relationship 
between freedom and servitude. By contrast, Ebeling seeks to minimize 
this tension or at least to place it in a larger context. He does not, however, 
remove it entirely, for he explicitly acknowledges that Christian freedom 
is defined by an inner tension. Where this tension is located exactly is 
not stated and one can only speculate on where Ebeling would place it. 
But with a view to his overall synthesis perhaps he would place it in the 
relation between freedom-1 and servitude? Whatever the answer to this 
question, Ebeling’s main concern is clearly to show that rather than being 
constricted by servitude, freedom-2 (or Christian freedom) realizes itself in 
the solidarity of freedom-1 and servitude. To what extent then is this latter 
concern also present in Luther or Paul?

Three observations suggest that Luther does share Ebeling’s central 
concern. First, while noting that his two propositions appear to be at 
odds, Luther foresees them coming together and regards this as congenial 
to his purpose.46 Secondly, Luther’s placement of both of his propositions 
under the overarching rubric of »The Freedom of a Christian« is compa-
rable to Ebeling’s twofold use of freedom, in which Christian freedom (or 
freedom-2) consists in the solidarity of freedom-1 and servitude. Thirdly, 
the fact that Luther also includes modal and causal emphases can be seen 
to point in this direction. In short, it is possible to view Ebeling’s position 
as in tune with that of Luther.

 46 See WA 7; 49,26. See n. 23.



Luther’s LICALMECNL, however, also differs from Ebeling’s 1 several
SDECCIS. AÄAs already noted, Luther O€es NO eliminate CONCESSIVE emphases.
( In the CONLIATY, the CONCESSIVE CONsStructi1on »although free, nevertheless

olave« (ICCUTS frequently throughout the In thıs WAaY, Luther’s
presentation ADDCais g1ve greater emphasis the striking ANnE 1TICX -

pected NALUTre of such servitude, that 15, 1t work wıth the logic
that reedom might be expected preclude servıitude but 1t O€es 110  —+ NO
tably, Martın Penzoldt aAcdvances sımilar thesis 1 eritical dialogue wiıth
Ebeling’s translatıon of I COr .10

But 1t ADDCaLS that this OUg, CADICSSCS yetL SINa reservatıon agalınst
thinking ll LOO uickly from the end of the Ole Christian mMOvemen: and 1N-
stead STTCSSEPS the unheard f fact that (I11! becomes completely free and then 1n this
reedom and OUuUTt of thıs reedom becomes 1CtT1Ve 1n servitude 47

Luther also differs from Ebeling 1 the Prec1sion of his formulations.
While 4Ve attempted chow above that Ebeling’s interpretation CATl be
SCCIN develop certaın lines of thought acdvanced by Luther, 1t should NOT
be overlooked that 1 The Freedom of Christian, Luther
the reader wiıth prec1ıse formulatıon that SCTIS forth the causal relation-
sShip between reedom ANnE servıitude. In fact, 1t 15 telling that when Ebeling
wishes reach for optimal quotatıion from Luther, he has employ
STALEMENT that 15 oriented 1 the YSt INstance around faith ANnE love rather
than OT specifically ordered around reedom ANnE SEIVICE: »Behold, from
faith thus flow love ANnE desire for Cod ANnE from love free, willing, joyful
lıfe the neighbor wıithout rewarde«4# In Luther, Ebel
Ing t1ıres of advancıng his thesıis wıth tightly ftormulated PreC1sS10N:
»The reedom that the Christian has through faıth 15 precisely reedom

the servitude of love And 1t 15 only then the servitude of love when 1t

PENZOLDT, LDDer egriff Freiheit bei Luther in I hmensionen menschlicher Freiheit,
ed BIELFELDT et al., 19858, 20-242, 232}: „Aber MI1r cscheint 1n diesem ‚wiewohl: doch
e1nNn Jleiner Vorbehalt ausgedrückt, Zu chnell Va Ende der christlichen Ciesamtbe-
WESULLS her denken, lieber diesen unerhörten Sachverhalt, dafß e1Ner 112 frei
und annn In dieser Freiheit und ALLS dieser Freiheit 1enend ätıg wird, betonen«.

4A8 SEe EBELING, Luther, 1964 (see 38), „Siehe, I5 1e ALLS dem Clauben die Liebe
und Lust ott und ALLS der Liebe e1nNn treies, williges, tröhliches Leben dem Nächsten

dienen uUumsOoNSL«; ct IDEM, Luther, 1970 (see 38), 212; /} 36, 31
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Luther’s treatment, however, also differs from Ebeling’s in several re-
spects. As already noted, Luther does not eliminate concessive emphases. 
On the contrary, the concessive construction »although free, nevertheless 
a slave« occurs frequently throughout the tractate. In this way, Luther’s 
presentation appears to give greater emphasis to the striking and unex-
pected nature of such servitude, that is, it seems to work with the logic 
that freedom might be expected to preclude servitude but it does not. No-
tably, Martin Penzoldt advances a similar thesis in critical dialogue with 
Ebeling’s translation of 1 Cor 9:19:

But it appears to me that this ›although‹ expresses yet a small reservation against 
thinking all too quickly from the end of the whole Christian movement and in-
stead stresses the unheard of fact that one becomes completely free and then in this 
freedom and out of this freedom becomes active in servitude.47

Luther also differs from Ebeling in the precision of his formulations. 
While I have attempted to show above that Ebeling’s interpretation can be 
seen to develop certain lines of thought advanced by Luther, it should not 
be overlooked that in The Freedom of a Christian, Luther never presents 
the reader with a precise formulation that sets forth the causal relation-
ship between freedom and servitude. In fact, it is telling that when Ebeling 
wishes to reach for an optimal quotation from Luther, he has to employ a 
statement that is oriented in the first instance around faith and love rather 
than one specifically ordered around freedom and service: »Behold, from 
faith thus flow love and desire for God and from love a free, willing, joyful 
life to serve the neighbor without reward«48. In contrast to Luther, Ebel-
ing never tires of advancing his thesis with tightly formulated precision: 
»The freedom that the Christian has through faith is precisely freedom 
to the servitude of love. And it is only then the servitude of love when it 

 47 M. Penzoldt, Der Begriff Freiheit bei Luther (in: Dimensionen menschlicher Freiheit, 
ed. H. Bielfeldt et al., 1988, 229-242, 232): »Aber mir scheint in diesem ›wiewohl‹ doch 
ein kleiner Vorbehalt ausgedrückt, allzu schnell vom Ende der christlichen Gesamtbe-
wegung her zu denken, statt lieber diesen unerhörten Sachverhalt, daß einer ganz frei 
und dann in dieser Freiheit und aus dieser Freiheit dienend tätig wird, zu betonen«.

 48 See Ebeling, Luther, 1964 (see n. 38), 242: »Siehe, also fließt aus dem Glauben die Liebe 
und Lust zu Gott und aus der Liebe ein freies, williges, fröhliches Leben dem Nächsten 
zu dienen umsonst«; cf. Idem, Luther, 1970 (see n. 38), 212; WA 7; 36, 3 f.



(ICCUTS OUuUTL of freedom«;* » FOT ere the COTMNCETN 15 NO wıth the liımitation
of Christian reedom but precisely with 1ts execution 1 the solidarity of
reedom ANnE servitude« 5°

In Su while Ebeling’s ınterpretation of the relation between free-
dom ANnE servıitude C4l be SCCIN develop the trajectory ANnE of
Luther’s ment, he has both mınımMııZEed Luther’s CONCESSIVE emphasıis
wıth 1ts CXpPressiLON of the unexpected striking character of reedom
that 15 joined wiıth servitude, ANnE he has presented his synthesis wiıth
greater frequency ANnE Prec1s1o0n than Luther. hıs latter DOo1LNt INaYy result
from the fact that Ebeling LLOTC clearly acdvances twotfold UuSC of freedom,
which A4VvVe iıdentihfed reedom-ı ANnE freedom-»2. In other words, while

A4AVe already SCCIN that Luther extended ANnE introduced chifts 1Nto
Paul’s line of thinking, SCC ere that Ebeling, 1 LUrN, extended ANnE
developed Luther’s line of thought urther.

What then 15 the relationship between Ebeling’s interpretation ANnE
that of Paul himself? Here, thiıink the difference of perspectıive 15 SreALENT.
Whereas Luther’s INaYy ell reflect alcın Ebeling’s
twotfold UuSCcC of freedom, 1t 15 far from clear that the SATLIC CATl be sa1id of
Paul In short, whereas I COr 9:19ab ADDCais JuxXtapose »freedom« ANnE
»Sservitude«, 1t 15 NO evident that Paul has developed the insight that
the with-each-other of reedom-Iı ANnE servıitude 15 ıtself the realization of
Christian reedom freedom-»2. Nor O€es he ADDCar develop the less
complex idea that »servitude« 15 a/the realization of reedom rather than
1ts surrender the limitation of 1ts UL5'  ® In Dart, thıs difference MMaYy fol
low from the fact that Paul already has entLty that 15 doing the work of
Ebeling’s freedom-?. OTr of reedom 1 the less complex model)}, namely the
gospel, ACCOUNT of which he O€es ßl things 1 23, his PUTDOSC of
gSainıng the INanıYy, which Z1Vves him the ımpetus make himself olave
al 1 i9be. AÄAs for the logic of Paul’s JUXtapOS1LtLON, his emphasıis AaDDCais

lie primarily the seemingly counterıintultıve fact that though he 15
free from all, which might be expected preclude his becoming ol ave
others, he has, 1 fact, made himself olave all hıs 15 NOT SaYy that
Paul’s CONtAalNs 100111 for the LLOTC developed understanding

See IDEM, Luther, 1964 (see 38), ct 1LDEM., Luther, 1970 (see 38), 17

y See IDEM, Tel ALULLS Glauben, 19/I see 38), 310
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occurs out of freedom«;49 »For here the concern is not with the limitation 
of Christian freedom but precisely with its execution in the solidarity of 
freedom and servitude«.50

In sum, while Ebeling’s interpretation of the relation between free-
dom and servitude can be seen to develop the trajectory and concerns of 
Luther’s argument, he has both minimized Luther’s concessive emphasis 
with its expression of the unexpected or striking character of a freedom 
that is joined with servitude, and he has presented his synthesis with 
greater frequency and precision than Luther. This latter point may result 
from the fact that Ebeling more clearly advances a twofold use of freedom, 
which I have identified as freedom-1 and freedom-2. In other words, while 
we have already seen that Luther extended and introduced shifts into 
Paul’s line of thinking, we see here that Ebeling, in turn, extended and 
developed Luther’s line of thought further.

What then is the relationship between Ebeling’s interpretation and 
that of Paul himself? Here, I think the difference of perspective is greater. 
Whereas Luther’s tractate may well reflect a movement akin to Ebeling’s 
twofold use of freedom, it is far from clear that the same can be said of 
Paul. In short, whereas 1 Cor 9:19ab appears to juxtapose »freedom« and 
»servitude«, it is not evident that Paul has developed the insight that 
the with-each-other of freedom-1 and servitude is itself the realization of 
Christian freedom or freedom-2. Nor does he appear to develop the less 
complex idea that »servitude« is a/the realization of freedom rather than 
its surrender or the limitation of its use. In part, this difference may fol-
low from the fact that Paul already has an entity that is doing the work of 
Ebeling’s freedom-2 (or of freedom in the less complex model), namely the 
gospel, on account of which he does all things in v. 23, or his purpose of 
gaining the many, which gives him the impetus to make himself a slave to 
all in v. 19bc. As for the logic of Paul’s juxtaposition, his emphasis appears 
to lie primarily on the seemingly counterintuitive fact that though he is 
free from all, which might be expected to preclude his becoming a slave to 
others, he has, in fact, made himself a slave to all. This is not to say that 
Paul’s argument contains no room for the more developed understanding 

 49 See Idem, Luther, 1964 (see n. 38), 242; cf. idem, Luther, 1970 (see n. 38), 212.
 50 See Idem, Frei aus Glauben, 1971 (see n. 38), 319.
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of Ebeling, but merely that Paul himself doesn’t appear to develop this vi-
sion himself. What Ebeling appears to do is to re-interpret Paul’s argument 
from the end of Ebeling’s own complex synthesis:51 »rather than precluding 
servitude, freedom-1 proved compatible with it; hence the whole process 
involving the solidarity of freedom-1 and servitude should be redefined as 
the realization rather than the constraint or limitation of freedom-2.52

V Reception History and Theological Interpretation of Scripture

In this article I have argued that Gerhard Ebeling has developed and given 
greater precision to the concerns of Luther, while both Luther and Ebeling 
have introduced a greater shift of perspective in relation to Paul. I hope 
that this examination of the juxtaposition of »freedom« and »servitude« 
in 1 Cor 9:19 and its reception by Luther and Ebeling may serve as a posi-
tive example of how the discipline of reception history can contribute to 
theological interpretation of scripture. Here, part of the question con-
cerns the meaning and goal(s) of exegesis. On the one hand, Karl Barth 
famously chastised New Testament scholars for the poverty of our at-
tempts at genuine understanding and interpretation, which in his view 
entails a reconsideration of the material until the actual meaning of it is 
disclosed.53 On the other hand, New Testament scholars are often rightly 
skeptical of the extent to which theologians find their own understanding 
of the subject matter already implicit or developed in the New Testament 
itself. Whether or not one agrees with Barth’s position in its entirety, it 
does seem reasonable to expect New Testament scholars to make at least 
some attempt to understand the subject matter of the New Testament 
texts and not merely to concern ourselves with matters of socio-historical 
and literary context. At the same time, if one should indeed attempt to 
reconsider the material until the actual meaning of it is disclosed, then 
it is also crucial to make a distinction between the steps that appear to 

 51 Cf. Penzoldt (see n. 47), 232.
 52 In response to my presentation of an abbreviated version of this article at the 2010 Re-

gional SBL conference in Atlanta, Dan Cantey plausibly suggested to me that Ebeling’s 
concern to establish a higher unity may reflect the influence of Hegel.

 53 See K. Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, translated by E. C. Hoskyns, 1953, 6 f.
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have been taken by the author we are interpreting and our own wrestling 
with the logic and problems posed by the subject matter. It is my conten-
tion that the discipline of reception history can do justice to both of these 
concerns. While the interpreter will indeed be concerned to reconsider 
the subject matter with a view to genuine understanding, s/he will also 
take care to show how and where subsequent interpreters have introduced 
new distinctions or developed a new synthesis, always with a view to the 
strengths and weaknesses of a given development.

If the purpose of theological interpretation of scripture, however, is 
indeed to penetrate to the meat of the nut, to adopt a phrase from Luther, 
then the question will not merely be whether or not Paul or another has 
taken a given step, but rather whether a new distinction or perspective 
furthers our understanding of the subject matter. In our case, this means 
asking whether or not Luther’s shifts of emphasis and Ebeling’s new syn-
thesis further our understanding of the question of relationship between 
freedom and servitude, which is raised by Paul’s argument in 1 Cor 9:19. 
For, as Cristina Grenholm and Daniel Patte rightly argued in a criticism 
of my own teacher Peter Stuhlmacher, the fact that a Biblical writer has 
not yet developed a certain idea or distinction is not sufficient in itself 
to declare it to be invalid.54 With a view to this perspective, the task of 
reception history is not merely to identify new developments which are 
assumed to be false by necessity. On the contrary, by attending to both 
similarities and differences of perspective, reception history presents us 
with the opportunity to advance our understanding of the subject matter 
as we seek to pursue the task of theological interpretation of scripture 
with both nuance and depth.

 54 See C. Grenholm/D. Patte, Overture. Receptions, Critical Interpretations, and Scrip-
tural Criticism (in: Reading Israel in Romans. Legitimacy and Plausibility of Divergent 
Interpretations, ed. C. Grenholm/D. Patte, 2000, 26 f.).


