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But God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, by whom the world is 
crucified unto me, and I unto the world.       Galatians 6:14 

 
It’s not entirely a stretch to say that the Reformation began on a college campus in a debate 

over current events. Perhaps it might be a bit more precise to say that it started when a faculty 
member at the seminary associated with a Christian university proposed a debate over some of the 
practices in his church. To be honest, there wasn’t anything particularly striking about the college or 
its young professor in the minds of most people at the time. The institution was new, and the faculty 
member involved in this escapade was fairly inexperienced. No one really expected what was to 
come. 

If you’re following the hints from the prior paragraph, you probably realize that I’m talking about 
Martin Luther. When he nailed the ninety-five theses to the door of the Wittenberg university church in 
1517, he was issuing an academic call to debate the practice of selling indulgences that was common 
in the medieval Roman Catholic Church. Luther’s approach may seem a bit dramatic to us, but in all 
reality, it was not much different than sending out an email blast or Facebook invite today. College 
campuses, as it turns out, have always been places where a small spark of controversy can ignite 
raging fires of change. While the incident in Wittenberg was the catalyst of very good change in 
Western society—that being a return to the biblical gospel of grace through faith alone by Christ 
alone—this is more often not the case. In our day the call on most college campuses is not for a 
return to biblical orthodoxy, but the demand that the autonomous rights of man be respected and 
protected as the law of the land.  

Shortly after the controversy over indulgences, young brother Martin was asked by the head of 
his monastic order to lead a second debate in the city of Heidelberg so that he might give a fuller 
explanation of his doctrinal positions. The document that Luther drafted for this debate was much 
shorter than the more famous one nailed to the church door a year earlier.1 Though only twenty-eight 
theses in length, its contents represent an incredible leap forward in theological development. Among 
the various concepts he presented in seed form at Heidelberg were many that are familiar to 
Reformed believers, including the antithesis, total depravity, and the bondage of the will. Nestled 
among these gems was another diamond: the distinction between a theology of glory and the 
theology of the cross. 

What is meant by this distinction may not be immediately obvious to most readers. A theology 
of glory doesn’t sound all that bad until we realize what Luther meant by this term. Remember that the 
culture he inhabited was almost entirely “Christian.” Other than Jews and the rare pagan, most people 
in Europe thought of themselves as followers of Jesus Christ. But centuries of theological drift had 
brought the church to the point where it was virtually indistinguishable from the world. Its system of 
doctrine was focused on human activity instead of God’s glory. Its leaders and institutions were 
focused on building an earthly kingdom. The church was rich, and it was powerful. In pursuit of its own 
glory, the church was a smashing success. 

The problem, however, was that very few in the church knew and followed the Christ who had 
given his life on the cross. Such a theology of the cross wasn’t really necessary anymore since sin 
was something that could be dealt with rather easily. With a few coins to make the collection coffer 
ring, souls could spring from judgment and find their way to heaven. In such a system, the wrath of 
God for sin was relatively small in comparison to human works. Salvation was attainable with a little 
help from the saints and a nod to the Savior. 

The blinding and hardening effect of a theology of glory can hardly be overstated. Luther got 
right to the point in his condemnation of it in the twenty-first thesis of his argument in the Heidelberg 

 
1 “Heidelberg Disputation (1518),” Book of Concord, https://bookofconcord.org/sources-and-context/heidelberg-
disputation/. 



Disputation, which is worth quoting. A theology of glory calls evil good and good evil. A theology of the 
cross calls the thing what it actually is. 

Readers of all ages, I am sure, will appreciate the relevance of this short and striking 
statement to our current circumstances in Western culture. I certainly took notice when I recently 
stumbled across these words for the first time. What brother Martin observed in his day is a stunningly 
accurate description of the culture in which we live, particularly in the context of higher education. I 
cannot think of a better description of what is going on across college campuses in our country, 
including Christian college campuses, than what Luther says here. Evil is good. And good is evil.  

Though examples abound, perhaps the most obvious one is the change in attitude toward 
human sexuality. What only a generation ago would have gotten a college student into serious trouble 
is now tolerated, defended, and even celebrated. Nothing makes this clearer than the growing list of 
letters associated with human sexual identity. What started as “gay rights” in the latter half of the 
twentieth century gradually expanded to include a whole array of sexual behaviors, each with their 
own letter in the growing acronym LGBTQ+. From what I’ve read most recently, even that list may be 
out of date. It’s hard to keep up. 

The point of this editorial, however, is not to lament the moral decay of our nation and the 
Western world in general. It is rather my intent to point out to young people that a line is increasingly 
being drawn before them in the sands of time. This is especially true on college campuses across our 
nation, where patience is running thin for anyone who holds to a conservative religious ethic. There 
are two options: a theology of glory or a theology of the cross. If Christians refuse to call sin what it 
actually is, we will have the world at our fingertips in all its glory. But if we do call sin what it actually is, 
we can expect suffering, sacrifice, and scorn. This is why the Lord reminds us, “The disciple is not 
above his master, nor the servant above his lord” (Matt. 10:24). Be strong and of a good courage as 
you take up your cross and follow the Lord! 
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