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Introduction 

 

 In April of 1518, about six months after the posting of his 95 Theses, Martin Luther 

attended a meeting of Augustinian monks in the town of Heidelberg. During the meeting, 

Luther composed another 28 theses, which he discussed with the monks present. In these 

statements, which collectively became known as the Heidelberg Disputation, Luther 

distinguishes between two radically different theologies – a theology of glory and a theology 

of the cross. The reformer writes: 

The one who beholds what is invisible of God, through the perception of what is 

made, is not rightly called a theologian. But rather the one who perceives what is 

visible of God, God’s “backside,” by beholding the sufferings and the cross. The 

“theologian of glory” calls the bad good and the good bad. The “theologian of the 

cross” says what a thing is. That wisdom which beholds invisible things of God as 

perceived from works, puffs up, blinds, and hardens man altogether.
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The statements themselves are not quite clear at first glance. And even if they are quickly 

understood, they may not seem to be particularly profound. Nevertheless, with these 

statements, Luther was engaging in some rather radical thinking. He was providing a new 

framework for proclaiming the gospel, one that focuses on the cross of Jesus Christ.
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 The difference between a theology of glory and a theology of the cross is the 

difference between a self-centered theology and a God-centered theology. As Carl Trueman 

explains: 

At the heart of [Luther’s] argument is his notion that human beings should not 

speculate about who God is or how he acts in advance of actually seeing whom he has 

revealed himself to be. … God revealed himself as merciful to humanity in the 

Incarnation, when he manifested himself in human flesh, and the supreme moment of 

that revelation was on the cross at Calvary. Indeed, Luther sometimes referred 

enigmatically to Christ crucified as “God's backside” – the point at which God 
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appeared to be the very contradiction of all that one might reasonably have 

anticipated him to be. The “theologians of glory,” therefore, are those who build their 

theology in the light of what they expect God to be like—and, surprise, surprise, they 

make God to look something like themselves. The “theologians of the cross,” 

however, are those who build their theology in the light of God's own revelation of 

himself in Christ hanging on the cross.
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Luther therefore reminds us of an important fact that all who would call themselves 

Christians can never overlook: all true theology is to be found in one Person, the crucified 

Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. And if true theology is to be found in this crucified Savior, the 

centrality of His cross must be the centrality of the Christian life. 

 The cross of Jesus Christ must be central to the Christian life. That is the fundamental 

premise of this book. For the Christian, there will always be distractions from this. There will 

be the desire to seek glory apart from the cross of Christ. In some ways, this is perfectly 

natural, because in the eyes of the world the cross is a very weak and foolish thing (1 

Corinthians 1:18). To think this way, though, is to forget that the cross is actually a very 

powerful thing. That is because in the cross of Christ we see gospel displayed, and in the 

gospel is the power of God for salvation (Romans 1:16). 

We cannot be theologians of glory. To do so would be a great tragedy, because it 

would be a turning away from God. A theology of glory teaches us to look to ourselves rather 

than to Christ. A theology of glory teaches us that we are central rather than Christ and His 

cross. A theology of glory does not lead to glory, but to destruction. It is by never taking our 

eyes off the cross of our Lord that we will behold our Lord – God’s backside to use Luther’s 

terminology – and see the way to God’s glory that we could never find for ourselves. 

 This book will look at passages from the New Testament where distractions from the 

cross of Christ are found. Ironically enough, they are found in events experienced by the One 
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who would Himself go to the cross. Our Lord faced severe temptations when He walked 

upon this earth, and yet He did not give in to these distractions (Hebrews 4:15). Christ shows 

Himself to be a Savior who did not become distracted from the cross. If we would be His 

followers, we must not allow ourselves to become distracted either.



 4

Chapter One 

 

 


