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From the editor

Sarah Hinlicky Wilson
JoyFul exchAnges, pArt i

The joyful exchange is one of  the softer melodies float-
ing through the Christian tradition. Luther learned 

of  it through his teacher Staupitz, who had in turn found 
it in the writings of  Augustine.1 The principal use of  the 
joyful exchange motif  up until Luther was to describe the 
humbling of  the Word in taking on human flesh in order 
to grant the divine gift of  everlasting life to human crea-
tures.2 Luther certainly starts with this insight, but in his 
early treatise “The Freedom of  a Christian” he actually 
identifies four distinct joyful exchanges that comprise God’s 
work in salvation and the Christian life.3

Identifying the exchange on which his own righteousness 
hinged, namely the one effected in justification by faith, 
broke open the Scriptures and indeed the whole Christian 
dogmatic tradition for Luther. This exchange has personal 
priority in the spiritual struggle through which God finds 
us. Luther proclaims the good news of  exchange succinctly: 
“[Y]ou may through faith become a new man in so far as 
your sins are forgiven and you are justified by the merits 
of  another, namely, of  Christ alone.”4 God’s firm promise 
through Christ is that when He “sees that we consider him 
truthful, and by the faith of  our heart pay him the great 
honor which is due him, he does us the great honor of  
considering us truthful and righteous for the sake of  our 
faith.”5 Faith is fulfilling the First Commandment above 
and beyond anything the law could extract from us. Justifi-
cation is not a legal fiction or a downright lie. It is the liv-
ing relationship between God and humans, the medium of  
which is faith, the cause of  which is grace—in the form of  
the Spirit’s gift of  the Son’s faith in the Father. In the joy of  
creaturely faith we trust in God; in the joy of  the creator’s 
grace He grants us His own righteousness. This is the first 
exchange.

But this exchange does not keep us at arm’s length from 
God. We don’t set our respective offerings on shiny platters 

and pass them off to one another with dainty etiquette. 
The exchange of  faith results in union; as Luther says, faith 
“unites the soul with Christ as a bride is united with her 
bridegroom.”6 The legal, economic, and everyday realities 
of  marriage mean that a husband and wife hold all goods 
in common or (more dramatically) give to one another 
everything they own, trusting in the other’s proper stew-
ardship, even of  their own bodies. This spousal exchange 
with Christ through faith gives believers the right to “boast 
of  and glory in” all the good things of  the Son of  God.

Christ is full of  grace, life, and salvation. The soul 
is full of  sins, death, and damnation. Now let faith 
come between them and sins, death, and damnation 
will be Christ’s, while grace, life, and salvation will 
be the soul’s; for if  Christ is a bridegroom, he must 
take upon himself  the things which are his bride’s and 
bestow upon her the things that are his. If  he gives 
her his body and very self, how shall he not give her 
all that is his? And if  he takes the body of  the bride, 
how shall he not take all that is hers?7

In this image we see the second exchange, the goods of  
salvation traded for the millstone of  damnation.

Note here how necessary it is for Christ to be truly 
divine, not only truly human, in this exchange. The bridal 
metaphor is only that, a metaphor, not an identity, neither 
to be projected onto human marriages nor to be turned 
into an ethical imperative. Otherwise we would have a 
wicked exchange, a horrifying instance of  a greedy male-
factor taking advantage of  an altruistic sucker who is no 
better equipped to deal with the detritus of  a sinful life 
than anyone else. It is only because Christ can take our 
sins, death, and damnation and dispose of  them entirely, by 
a power unique to him and unavailable to ourselves, that 
this exchange is righteous and fitting.
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Evidently this concern occurred to 
Luther himself, because immediately 
following the extended metaphor of  
the bridal couple he continues:

Here we have a most pleas-
ing vision not only of  commu-
nion but of  a blessed struggle 
and victory and salvation and 
redemption. Christ is God and 
man in one person. He has nei-
ther sinned nor died, and is not 
condemned, and he cannot sin, 
die, or be condemned; his righ-
teousness, life, and salvation are 
unconquerable, eternal, omni-
potent. By the wedding ring of  
faith he shares in the sins, death, 
and pains of  hell which are his 
bride’s. As a matter of  fact, he 
makes them his own and acts as 
if  they were his own and as if  he 
himself  had sinned; he suffered, 
died, and descended into hell 
that he might overcome them all. 
Now since it was such a one who 
did all this, and death and hell 
could not swallow him up, these 
were necessarily swallowed up 
by him in a mighty duel; for his 
righteousness is greater than the 
sins of  all men, his life stronger 
than death, his salvation more 
invincible than hell.8

This primary exchange was drawn 
by Luther and his predecessors prin-
cipally from Philippians 2, which is 
itself  rife with exchanges.

Have this mind among your-
selves, which is yours in Christ 
Jesus, who, though he was in 
the form of  God, did not count 
equality with God a thing to 
be grasped, but made himself  
nothing, taking the form of  a 
servant, being born in the like-
ness of  men. And being found in 
human form, he humbled him-
self  by becoming obedient to the 
point of  death, even death on a 
cross. Therefore God has highly 
exalted him and bestowed on 
him the name that is above every 
name. (Philippians 2:5–9)

Lutherans have always been particu-
larly keen to emphasize this exchange 
in the person of  Christ through the full 
“communication of  attributes.” All of  
the divine attributes are granted to the 
human nature of  Christ while all the 
human attributes are granted to the 
divine nature of  Christ. In this way, 
the eternal Son of  God can truly suf-
fer and die, taking all of  our sins and 
damnation with him, thus extinguish-
ing them; while our human brother, 
the Son of  Man, can truly rise again 
to everlasting life, drawing all of  us up 
with him. The primary christological 
exchange, which includes incarnation, 
death, and resurrection, makes pos-
sible the ensuing exchanges of  justifi-
cation by faith and salvation.

The Philippians 2 passage indi-
cates that one final exchange emerges 
naturally from the first three. Christ 
exchanged his divine privilege for 
human servanthood and his life for 
death, on account of  which God 
exchanged his death for life and his 
humiliation for exaltation, so that we 
may now exchange our sinful minds 
for the mind of  Christ. This final 
exchange is the one to which Luther 
devotes the most attention, in the sec-
ond half  of  “The Freedom of  a Chris-
tian,” explaining how “a Christian is a 
perfectly dutiful servant of  all, subject 
to all.” Quoting this very passage in 
Philippians, Luther goes on to say:

For this faith in [a person’s] life, 
his righteousness, and his salva-
tion: it saves him and makes him 
acceptable, and bestows upon 
him all things that are Christ’s, as 
has been said above… Although 
the Christian is thus free from all 
works, he ought in this liberty to 
empty himself, take upon himself  
the form of  a servant, be made 
in the likeness of  men, be found 
in human form, and to serve, 
help, and in every way deal with 
his neighbor as he sees that God 
through Christ has dealt and still 
deals with him.9

Grace does not place conditions ahead 
of  time, but it does impose obligations 

after the fact. Our persistent inabil-
ity to meet these obligations is one of  
the reasons forgiveness is an ongoing 
part of  the Christian life after bap-
tism, to be received in the Lord’s Sup-
per, absolution, mutual consolation, 
and prayer. But this reality does not 

eliminate the obligation. “Everyone to 
whom much was given, of  him much 
will be required” (Luke 12:48).

Luther himself  doesn’t shy away 
from the obligations of  grace. If  any-
thing, he adores this extension of  the 
exchange, biblically encapsulated in i 
John 3:16, “By this we know love, that 
he laid down his life for us, and we ought 
to lay down our lives for the broth-
ers.” (Note the declarative, past tense 
fact of  Jesus’ work, followed by the 
obligation addressed to us.) The most 
striking of  Luther’s variations on this 
theme declares that “I will therefore 
give myself  as a Christ to my neighbor, 
just as Christ offered himself  to me.”10 
The generosity of  God in undertak-
ing His own great exchange of  divine 
privilege for human suffering, and fur-
ther extending it to us through justi-
fication and salvation, indicates how 
we are to treat our neighbors—just as 
God treated us.

Just as our neighbor is in need and 
lacks that in which we abound, 
so we were in need before God 
and lacked his mercy. Hence, 
as our heavenly Father has in 
Christ freely come to our aid, 
we also ought freely to help our 
neighbor through our body and 
its works, and each one should 
become as it were a Christ to the 

Luther doesn’t shy 
away from the 

obligations of  grace. 
If  anything, he 

adores the extension 
of  the exchange.
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other that we may be Christs to 
one another and Christ may be 
the same in all, that is, that we 
may be truly Christians.11

Surely we are named after 
Christ, not because he is absent 
from us, but because he dwells 
in us, that is, because we believe 
in him and are Christs to one 
another and do to our neighbors 
as Christ does to us.12

From Christ the good things 
have flowed and are flowing into 
us. He has so “put on” us and 
acted for us as if  he had been 
what we are. From us they flow on 
to those who have need of  them 
so that I should lay before God 
my faith and my righteousness 
that they may cover and inter-
cede for the sins of  my neighbor 
which I take upon myself  and 
so labor and serve in them as if  
they were my very own. That is 
what Christ did for us. This is 
true love and the genuine rule of  
a Christian life. Love is true and 
genuine where there is true and 
genuine faith.13

The order still matters—such great 
love can only arise out of  great faith. 
And it is not to be a lonely, one-sided 
enterprise: just as we are Christ to 
our neighbors, we can expect that our 
neighbors will be Christ to us. This 
exchange should not give rise to tit-for-
tat scrupulosity or cost-benefit calcula-
tions. If  genuine, it will be Spirit-given 
growth in the tangible life of  love.

In sum, the Christian life is a life 
of  exchanges. “We conclude, there-
fore, that a Christian lives not in him-
self, but in Christ and in his neighbor. 
Otherwise he is not a Christian. He 
lives in Christ through faith, in his 
neighbor through love. By faith he is 
caught up beyond himself  into God. 
By love he descends beneath him-
self  into his neighbor. Yet he always 
remains in God in and in his love.”14 
The old individual vs. community 
canard is thus completely overturned. 
To be an individual is to participate in 
exchanges of  love with others. To be 

a community is to be occupied with 
each individual through the bonds of  
love. Just as this dispenses with egotis-
tical self-centeredness, it also dispenses 
with the apparently righteous but 
equally egotistical illusion of  selfless-
ness; one who is “selfless” is incapable 
of  loving or being loved. God’s com-
munity is an abundance of  selves busy 
in the commerce of  kindness, making 
transactions of  faith and love at all 
times, where greed is transformed into 
generosity and stinginess into single-
minded devotion.

We’ll now apply the famous ques-
tion from older translations of  the Cat-
echism—“What does this mean?”—to 
Luther’s joyful exchange rubric from 
“The Freedom of  a Christian” to see 
what bearing it might have on our lives 
as individual Christians and church 
communities today.

Baptism

For the past five hundred years, one of  
the most significant disputes among 
Christians has been over personal 
agency in baptism. Is it acceptable to 
continue the practice that had become 
standard by the Middle Ages, namely 
baptizing the infant children of  believ-
ers, or is it more faithful to withhold 
baptism until a person can ask for it 
herself  as a public expression of  her 
own faith? There are good and bad 
arguments on both sides, and the 
import of  the scriptural witness is 
equally disputed by both sides. There’s 
no need to rehearse here the usual 
Lutheran defenses of  infant baptism. 
Instead we’ll let the joyful exchange 
motif  identify some non-traditional 
texts that bear on the fittingness of  
infant baptism.

We begin with a miracle of  Jesus, 
one of  the first reported in the Gospel 
of  Mark.

And when he returned to 
Capernaum after some days, 
it was reported that he was at 
home. And many were gathered 
together, so that there was no 
more room, not even at the door. 

And he was preaching the word 
to them. And they came, bring-
ing to him a paralytic carried by 
four men. And when they could 
not get near him because of  the 
crowd, they removed the roof  
above him, and when they had 
made an opening, they let down 
the bed on which the paralytic 
lay. And when Jesus saw their 
faith, he said to the paralytic, 
“Son, your sins are forgiven.” 
(Mark 2:1–5)

The electrifying word in this pericope 
is the otherwise unexciting plural pos-
sessive: their. The paralytic was in no 
position to act for himself. His friends, 
however, were not only willing to act 
on his behalf; they were even willing 
to employ extreme measures, ripping 
a hole in the roof  and lowering him 
down! (My son’s picture Bible shows 
the paralytic with one eye shut and 
the other casting a nervous glance 
downward.) This extraordinary act 
of  friendship is what moves Jesus. He 
does not respond to the paralytic’s 
faith—he responds to the paralytic’s 
friends’ faith, “their faith.” Because of  
them, Jesus turns to the paralytic and 
forgives him all his sins.

Another miracle story makes much 
the same point.

When he entered Capernaum, 
a centurion came forward to 
him, appealing to him, “Lord, 
my servant is lying paralyzed at 
home, suffering terribly.” And 
he said to him, “I will come and 
heal him.” But the centurion 
replied, “Lord, I am not worthy 
to have you come under my roof, 
but only say the word, and my 
servant will be healed…” When 
Jesus heard this, he marveled and 
said to those who followed him, 
“Truly, I tell you, with no one in 
Israel have I found such faith… 
Go; let it be done for you as you 
have believed.” And the servant 
was healed at that very moment. 
(Matthew 8:5–8, 10, 13)

Through his prayers, his love, and his 
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intervention with Jesus, the centurion 
procures the healing that the servant 
could never have managed for him-
self. Jesus’ parting words are, “Let it 
be done for you as you have believed,” 
as if  the miracle were granted directly 
to the centurion rather than to his ser-
vant. But that is exactly the point. Out 
of  his love for the servant, the centu-
rion put himself  in the servant’s place. 
The healing is miraculous for both of  
them equally.

These two stories point the way ana-
logically to the meaning of  infant bap-
tism. They are interventions of  love, 
for the sake of  salvation, on behalf  of  
those who cannot ask it for themselves 
and yet which God willingly accepts 
as their own. In Acts 16 we hear of  
two reports of  household baptisms 
that deal with our question more 
directly. Defenders of  infant baptism 
have frequently invoked these stories 
to argue that “household” almost 
inevitably includes infants, though 
nothing is specified about them one 
way or another. But this argument has 
perhaps obscured the more powerful 
point made by these stories.

On the Sabbath day we went 
outside the gate to the riverside, 
where we supposed there was a 
place of  prayer, and we sat down 
and spoke to the women who 
had come together. One who 
heard us was a woman named 
Lydia, from the city of  Thyatira, 
a seller of  purple goods, who was 
a worshiper of  God. The Lord 
opened her heart to pay atten-
tion to what was said by Paul. 
And after she was baptized, and 
her household as well, she urged 
us, saying, “If  you have judged 
me to be faithful to the Lord, 
come to my house and stay.” 
And she prevailed upon us. (Acts 
16:13–15)

When the jailer woke and 
saw that the prison doors were 
open, he drew his sword and 
was about to kill himself, sup-
posing that the prisoners had 
escaped. But Paul cried with a 

loud voice, “Do not harm your-
self, for we are all here.” And the 
jailer called for lights and rushed 
in, and trembling with fear he 
fell down before Paul and Silas. 
Then he brought them out and 
said, “Sirs, what must I do to be 
saved?” And they said, “Believe 
in the Lord Jesus, and you will 
be saved, you and your house-
hold.” And they spoke the word 
of  the Lord to him and to all 
who were in his house. And he 
took them the same hour of  the 
night and washed their wounds; 
and he was baptized at once, 
he and all his family. Then he 
brought them up into his house 
and set food before them. And 
he rejoiced along with his entire 
household that he had believed 
in God. (Acts 16:27–34)

The first thing to notice is something 
much more shocking than the baptism 
of  infants without their consent. The 
chief  import of  these stories is the bap-
tism of  adults without their consent! 
Two heads of  household, the woman 
Lydia in the first case and the man 
who is a Philippian jailer in the sec-
ond case, make a decision grounded 
in their own new faith to have their 
whole households baptized. So it hap-
pened in the ancient world; the head 
of  the household dictated matters for 
everyone else, who had little choice 
but to obey. In the conversation with 
the Philippian jailer, the stakes in this 
decision are quite high: “You will be 
saved, you and your household.” It 
is not only his own soul at stake but 
the souls of  all those for whom he is 
responsible. This may offend modern 
sensibilities—even among those of  
us who defend infant baptism!—but 
the outcome was one of  rejoicing for 
the whole family, for he had believed 
in God at the crucial hour. His faith 
was passed on and accepted by those 
for whom he had already decided on 
faith.

From its earliest practice, infant 
baptism has required the participation 
of  godparents (or, to use the depress-

ingly clinical term that’s become 
more popular, “sponsors”).15 A joyful 
exchange is implicit in the practice. 
Just as the paralytic’s friends had such 
faith that the paralytic’s own sins were 
forgiven, just as the centurion had 
such faith that his servant was healed, 
just as Lydia and the Philippian jailer 
believed and so their whole house-
holds were saved—so it is when adults, 
already baptized believers themselves, 
come before God with an infant in 
their arms and ask for the gifts of  
forgiveness, healing, and salvation. 
God accepts their faith as a stand-in 
for the infant’s own, as Christ’s faith 

stands in for all of  us when we are 
weak and doubting. (The difference 
between the “faith in Christ” and the 
“faith of Christ,” made much of  by the 
so-called “New Perspective on Paul,” 
is exposed as a false alternative when 
seen through the lens of  the joyful 
exchange.) The godparents’ faith is the 
instrumental cause or at least the cata-
lyst of  God’s gracious bestowal of  faith 
on an infant who cannot even speak 
or walk. Within the new fellowship of  
the church, these baptized infants will 
grow in faith and knowledge so that 
someday they will be able to express it 
for themselves and hopefully for oth-
ers, as godparents themselves, passing 
on the gift once given to them. To be 
a godparent is a high and holy calling: 
it is to be a child’s first encounter with 
the joyful exchanges of  the gospel.16

How, then, should infant baptiz-
ers regard believer’s baptism? Is it a 
sign of  creeping individualism and 
rampant modernism? It might be, in 
some cases. But believer baptizers also 

To be a godparent is a 
high and holy calling: 

it is to be a child’s 
first encounter with 
the joyful exchanges 

of  the gospel.
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raise their children in the community 
of  faith and evangelize to draw in new 
believers. Adults who ask for baptism 
make public witness to and for the 
community; it cannot be a private 
undertaking, as infant baptism has 
been in some times and places.

The preference for believer’s bap-
tism might in fact be a timely rebuke 
against infant baptizers who have lost 
the sense of  the exchange entirely, 
neglecting to cultivate the faith 
bestowed in baptism, treating baptism 
like a spiritual operation rather than 
an act of  communal love in response 
to the Word they have heard. Luther-
ans have tended to forget that baptism 
does not work ex opere operato. It must 
be received in faith; and faith, though 
it comes from God, still requires the 
witness of  other believers. “How then 
will they call on Him in Whom they 
have not believed? And how are they 
to believe in Him of  Whom they have 
never heard? And how are they to 
hear without someone preaching?” 
(Romans 10:14). And how many bap-
tized infants never hear the gospel 
preached again?

The Lutheran preference for infant 
baptism rightly reflects God’s dealings 
with us—but only when practiced in 
its full and proper sense. Godparents 
of  marginal faith who happen to be 
close family friends, parents who 
have little interest in the life of  faith, 
effect no exchange of  love at all. The 
validity and efficacy of  infant bap-

tism stand, for God’s Word stands 
despite all human failures. But it can 
hardly be a good thing if  a child’s 
first encounter with the gracious and 
trustworthy Word is accompanied by 
an act of  betrayal on the part of  the 
church. We can and should hope that 
God will mercifully cultivate true faith 
in the child despite the betrayal. But if  
the only available expression of  infant 
baptism is a corrupt and reduced one, 
it may be better to restrict baptism to 
adult believers after all. LF

To be continued in the Fall 2010 issue: the joyful 
exchange in ethics and ecumenism.
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