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Though perhaps not a systematic theologian, Luther had a high regard 
for theology. In remarks written for a graduating student he called the-
ology “the queen of all wisdom and knowledge.”1 The Reformer’s 
approach is not properly understood unless we realize that he did not 
understand himself to be elevating his own agenda, but was merely artic-
ulating what the best theologians of the Church always knew.2 Or as he 
put it in a 1532 sermon, “For I must place the Word of God above eve-
rything else … I must be willing to risk my body and life, the popularity 
of the work, my goods, my reputation, and all my happiness.”3

We have already noted Luther’s troubled relationship with Scholastic 
Theology and how this entails a critique of Aristotle on whom the fol-
lowers of Thomas Aquinas depended.4 As a result, and as we shall 
observe further in this chapter, Luther had suspicions about the use of 
Philosophy in Theology.5 If used, philosophical concepts and reason first 
need to be bathed in faith, he contended while articulating the logic of 
Christian faith or offering comments with an apologetic intent.6 In one 
such context he notes that such an apostolic philosophy will be more 
eschatologically oriented, focusing not on the essence of what things are 
but on what they might become or how they relate to life.7

The Reformer speaks of the weakness of human knowledge when he is 
engaged in polemics.8 The problem with the prevailing philosophy in his 
day, rooted in Greek Philosophy, was that reality was defined in terms of 
essence. Luther changes the focus to existentia, the external relations one 
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has. For him, one’s essence is determined by what one does or is done to 
them.9

From such a perspective, Luther could deem the study of history as 
nothing else than viewing God’s work—grace and wrath.10 When we 
rest in God’s good pleasure with God’s Word, he claims, then all we do 
becomes glorious and remains forever, while histories of the world are 
eternally wretched. Such a view of the tensions between ordinary his-
tory and history from God’s perspective is most suggestive of Luther’s 
endorsement of something like the modern notion of “salvation-history” 
as distinct from ordinary history.11

Reason and the Knowledge of God

Philosophy, like reason, always has its place in earthly matters, including 
law and medicine, the Reformer contended.12 At times, when explaining 
the logic of Christian faith, he was even willing to affirm that through 
reason we can know God.13 For apologetic purposes, the Reformer pos-
its the natural knowledge of God (while conceding it is imperfect).14 He 
even embraces a cosmological argument.15

Reason even tells us what God is like. In his Catechism the Reformer 
defines Him as “that to which we look for good and in which we find 
refuge in very time of need.”16 To have a god, he says, is to trust and 
believe in that with your whole heart.17 But Luther warns in other 
contexts, when teaching the Commandments of God, that the natural 
knowledge of God can lead to idolatry.18 Yet he seems to engage in pre-
cisely this exercise, not naming it idolatry, when his focus shifts to com-
forting despair or exhorting Christian life. Then he claims that we all 
shape a God for ourselves.19 He goes so far in one polemical setting as 
to contend that we have a general knowledge (accessible to all) of God as 
omnipotent.20 (Could this be a way of his contending that such a vision 
of a wrathful God is a human construction?) And when addressing the 
logic of a text he was exegeting, with some polemical agendas in view, he 
even claims that we know God generally as merciful.21 Perhaps he is con-
tending here that a baptized reason already saturated with faith, does see 
God in this loving way. But in polemical contexts he claims that “It is the 
nature of reason that it seeks to understand and to measure God accord-
ing to the Law.”22

The contextuality of Luther’s thought is obviously evident in these 
instances. It reflects further in polemical contexts or when criticizing 
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philosophy when he insists that God is incomprehensible (presumably 
denying access to God through reason).23 Also in such contexts or when 
explaining the logic of faith or offering comfort Luther insisted that God 
is only known in the Word.24 We will observe this even more clearly later 
in the chapter when we consider his Theology of the Cross. And in sim-
ilar contexts he posits a distinction between the general knowledge of 
God (accessible to all) and the particular knowledge of God (regarding 
what the Lord thinks of us and how we are saved).25 This distinction 
made in contexts when he was not totally rejecting some role for rea-
son in knowing God, clearly connects with the Reformer’s commitment 
to biblical authority, with what many contend to be a commitment on 
his part to the authority of Scripture alone (sola scriptura).26 But in fact, 
there is more to this story.

Scripture Alone (Sometimes)
True enough, on some occasions, like when critiquing newer Catholic 
practices of the day, the Reformer claimed that no work not found in 
Scripture should be undertaken.27 The assent of faith is due only to what 
is in Scripture, he contends.28 When defending his position in Catholic 
polemics Luther affirmed the authority of Scripture, the most reliable 
of all testimonies, he claimed.29 It is said to be our first principle.30 He 
asserts that it is the true lord and master of all writings and doctrine.31 
And as he refers to Scripture in another work:

The queen must rule and everyone must obey and be subject to her. The 
Pope, Luther, Augustine, Paul, or even an angel from heaven … these 
should not be masters or arbiters, but only witnesses, disciples, and confes-
sors of Scripture.32

In this connection Luther speaks of the Christian’s freedom to 
judge doctrine.33 He also insisted in this connection on the clarity 
of Scripture, that it is its own interpreter, which is said to be the easi-
est and clearest interpretation.34 These commitments entail that we do 
not need Tradition as an interpretive guide, for Scripture’s literal sense 
is clear. This in turn undermines the validity of the use of allegorical 
interpretation.

These commitments reflect elsewhere in Luther’s writings. When 
addressing polemical concerns, critiquing episcopal authority, Tradition 
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is said not to be authoritative, even if it lasted for a thousand years.35 
He even asserted on at least two occasions that Councils can err.36 In his 
view a Council has no more authority to establish new articles of faith 
(a position more compatible with the Eastern view of the consensus fide-
lium) than the Catholic position on the authority of Councils.37 But he 
did take a Conciliarist position in other polemical circumstances, con-
tending that Councils have more authority than the Pope.38

In the same spirit, in face of temptation, the Reformer claims that one 
must cling to the Word and cast aside discussion contrary to it.39 While 
dealing with papal abuses, he claims that the Church can only discern the 
books of the Bible, the canon.40 Yet when in a similar context concerned 
with the Gospel, he claims that “the Gospel is not believed because the 
Church confirms it but rather because people sense that it is the Word 
of God.”41 (Regarding the canon, it is interesting to note that Luther 
included the Apocrypha in his first German translation of the Bible, 
referring to it as “Those Books Are Not Held Equal to the Scriptures, 
but Are Useful as Good to Read.”42) But there are times when the 
Reformer appeals to Tradition, while explaining the logic of faith or 
when making arguments especially to authorize infant baptism, Christ’s 
Presence in the Eucharist, or the Immaculate Conception, as well as to 
authorize The Creed and the Trinity.43

Councils never err, Luther claimed, while considering essential things 
of faith.44 They have no intrinsic authority, but can represent the univer-
sal Church if in accord with Scripture.45

Luther as Dialectical Theologian:  
Philosophical Roots

Endorsement of the paradoxical character of Luther’s thought is 
widespread in the academy.46 That is true, but not all the time. We 
have already noted that the Reformer was very critical of Aristotle, 
and so of systematizing his own theological convictions. His roots 
in Nominalist philosophy explain this point of view. The Reformer 
claimed that Occam was his master.47 He embraces the Nominalist 
realism and its claim that things are defined by their essence, not just 
their impact on the observer.48 Luther also speaks of the influence of 
Johann von Staupitz on him.49 Mysticism was another influence he 
acknowledged, even prior to the Reformation when he either sought 
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to depict the Christian life or offered a response to despair.50 All of 
these influences entailed critique of the rationalist approach to the the-
ology of his day. Of course once again Luther was not systematically 
consistent in endorsing these convictions, as in polemics he repudiated 
Mysticism.51

We have already observed that Luther understood himself as a contex-
tual theologian. He is overtly critical of a systematic approach:

45. To state that a theologian who is not a logician is a monstrous heretic 
– this is a monstrous and heretical statement. This is in opposition to com-
mon opinion.

46. In vain does one fashion a logic of faith, a substation brought about 
with regard for limit and measure. This is in opposition to the new dialec-
ticians.52

47. To say that Augustine exaggerates in speaking against heretics is to say 
that Augustine tells lies almost everywhere. This is contrary to common 
knowledge.53

Luther’s critique of reason, already observed in connection with the 
knowledge of God, relates to faith as a whole. When exhorting faith in a 
sermon he proclaimed, “The natural light of man and the light of grace 
cannot be friends. Human nature wants perception and certitude as a 
condition of faith. Grace wants faith prior to perception.”54

Even when just explicating faith or critiquing works-righteousness he 
claimed that human reason does not understand faith; it remains hid-
den.55 Reason is the devil’s whore, he claims when critiquing Erasmus’s 
defense of free will.56

In Scripture, he claims, one finds nothing but “contrast and antith-
esis.”57 He even makes this claim when merely explaining the faith.58 
In the same spirit he contends that every assertion is said to be hidden 
under its denial.59

Yes, Luther was a dialectical theologian, but not all the time, only 
in polemics and a lesser extent when expositing the faith. And yet for 
all of his use of dialectical paradoxical thinking, when addressing death 
and sin he claimed that “faith reconciles opposites.”60 When dialogu-
ing with philosophy he was even open to its use as long as it was clearly 
subordinated to Christ and the Word, that we had become fools in 
Christ.61
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Luther the Literalist: The Result of Theological 
Development?

Luther was very aware how easily Scripture could be or has been dis-
torted, claiming it was a “wax nose.”62 Most of the time Luther’s her-
meneutical method involved denial of allegorical interpretation in favor 
of concentrating on the literal sense.63 Allegory, he claims, is too hard to 
understand.64

In one early context Luther claimed that the spiritual meaning of the 
Bible is not merely its allegorical, but its mystical meaning.65 For him, 
even early in his career prior to the Reformation, the literal sense referred 
to the plain meaning of Scripture interpreted christologically, that is in 
light of the message of God’s unconditional love and justification by 
grace through faith revealed in Christ.66 He made a similar point nearly 
two decades later in 1535 claiming that “The chief point of all Scripture 
is that … God is merciful, kind, and patient.” Scripture is about the God 
Who promises he once contended while offering comfort.67 Explaining 
the faith in earlier lectures Luther said much the same, claiming that

Scripture always proclaims the mercy of God and our sin. The Majesty 
of God is supreme; we are completely worthless … If only our faith were 
strong, this gracious disposition of God would make us fearless in all 
things.68

These comments are not prescriptive for reading Scripture critically, 
which, as we shall observe, Luther endorsed in some contexts. But at this 
point Luther is merely offering descriptions of his conclusions about the 
main themes of the Bible’s literal sense.

When the context changed to defending faith, there is some change 
in the Reformer’s characterization of Scripture’s main point. He claims 
that Scripture’s purpose is to reveal sin.69 Its every word finds meaning in 
Christ, or He is said to be the King of Scripture when Luther was exhort-
ing faith or was engaged in polemics.70 Concerned with pointing out our 
sin he says that “If you would interpret well and confidently, set Christ 
before you …”71 This entails for the Reformer that one thing Scripture 
taught was that life was possible only under the forgiveness of sin.72 But 
when dealing with Christian ethics, his sense of Scripture’s main point 
changes again. He claims that Scripture is “written for our instruction, 
that is our moral upbuilding, to be understood as an example.”73
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Luther prioritizes the literal sense (understood Christologically), 
even prior to 1517, when he still employed allegorical modes of inter-
preting Scripture.74 Or as he put it in his First Lectures on the Psalms, 
the literal sense, attributed to Christ, is fundamental.75 In a polemical 
context the Reformer claims that generally Scripture has just one mean-
ing.76 The four senses of Scripture all point to Christ, he claimed.77 
He added that whenever a text is difficult, it should be dashed against 
Christ the Rock.78

Luther later became critical of reading the Old Testament alle-
gorically.79 But he never totally rejected the use of allegory. He spoke 
of an openness to it if the literal meaning is absurd.80 Even after the 
Reformation had begun, while dealing with the Psalms, the budding 
Reformer’s affinity with allegory remained to the extent that he was 
open to a variety of valid given interpretations as long as they are pious. 
(His concern here was with the Christian life.)81 There are suggestions 
here that like in the First Psalm Lectures Luther is open to various con-
struals of Scripture insofar as there are different paths to holiness.82

Allegory and a Liberal/Critical Approach  
to Biblical Hermeneutics

Once over table in 1531, speaking against pride of learning, sounding 
like a very postmodern scholar, Luther claimed that “experience alone 
makes the theologian.”83 He includes experience and agonizing struggle 
[tentatio] as a necessary ingredient of a theologian in 1536.84 Dealing 
with charges not to give into sin, Luther notes in a sermon that “The 
Holy Spirit is only given to the anxious and distressed heart.”85 Again it 
is evident that experience is deemed an essential element for understand-
ing the faith and Scripture for the Reformer when he addressed how to 
live the Christian life (Sanctification issues).  He also claims, when deal-
ing with Christian life, that Anfechtung (despair) leads to an appreciation 
of how sweet God’s Word is.86

Luther knew a great deal about this trouble, terror, and despair which 
he called Anfechtung.87 He writes,

If I would live long enough, I would like to write a book on 
Anfechtung, for without this nobody can understand Holy Scriptures, 
not faith, or know the fear and love of God, indeed he or she cannot 
know what hope is.88
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But it is evident, especially in the 1539 comment cited above that experi-
ence is not so much normative or constitutive of the Bible’s meaning for 
Luther in this or most contexts. In these comments he was merely sug-
gesting that experience gives credibility to one’s teachings. It refers to 
experience living in the world of the biblical text.89

Defending the faith from legalistic abuse, Luther claims that what 
God says must be taken at face value.90 When exegeting he claimed that 
the literal sense “alone holds its ground in trouble and trial.”91 Luther 
affirms the objectivity of God’s Word as he offers comfort, claiming that 
rejection of the Word does not detract from its efficacy.92

The Reformer’s commitment to Scripture’s literal sense made 
him uncomfortable in polemical contexts with any effort to separate 
Scripture’s spiritual meaning from its literal sense, as is done in alle-
gory.93 In line with these commitments he taught, as we have previously 
noted, that Scripture interprets itself.94 It is also of interest to note that 
this point that in non-polemical contexts when reading the Bible literally, 
Luther envisaged a compatibility of reason and faith.95 It is evident that 
Luther relied on the literal sense of Scripture for his theology, but not 
unilaterally and in a patterned diversity.

An Inerrant Scripture

Some branches of Luther’s heirs have contended that his literalism 
leads to the affirmation of biblical inerrancy. True enough, in contexts 
concerned to undercut the authority of the ecclesiastical hierarchy and 
Tradition, Luther claims that Scripture is inerrant.96 When trying to 
make clear our own inadequacies in interpreting Scripture, when criti-
quing the authority of Tradition or addressing our own lack of under-
standing, he referred to the Bible in language implying that the words 
and phrases of Scripture are divine.97 He spoke of the Bible in some con-
texts as written by God.98 When engaged in polemics in one lecture, the 
Reformer claims that every word of Scripture is revealed.99

Concerned to exhort praise (Christian living), Luther notes that 
Scriptures are a different book from any other ever written.100 Or when 
defending the Trinity as sublime he speaks of something like the verbal 
inspiration of Scripture.101 He refers to the biblical authors as “infalli-
ble teachers” (in the context of where he had opted for a Christocentric 
critical principle).102 Luther also affirmed divine inspiration of Scripture 
when engaged in polemics with alternative worldviews.103 The Holy 
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Spirit is said to be the author of Scripture.104 Even small details are 
deemed inspired, a point made while addressing Christian life with 
polemics in the background.105 In a softer way he claims with dialoguing 
with reason that faith holds that Scripture does not deceive or lie.106

When critiquing Catholic hierarchy, Luther claimed that many con-
tradictions in Scripture can be resolved by analyzing the texts’ moti-
vations.107 In the same spirit, while defending himself from his critics, 
Luther insisted that all teaching of Scripture must be accepted, not 
endorsing one article and rejecting others.108

Towards a Narrative Theology?
Of course such insistence on divine inerrant inspiration was not mono-
lithic. Other times, without polemics in view, such as while telling the 
Christmas story, he employed a narrative style of preaching most remi-
niscent of modern Narrative Theology and the homiletics of the African-
American church.109 This narrative predisposition was related to Luther’s 
stress on orality, evidenced in a work appended to a collection of his ser-
mons. He claimed that strictly speaking Scripture is not God’s Word, for 
the Gospel is a spoken Word or narrative.110

Frequently Luther refers to the “historical sense” of Scripture in such 
contexts or those in which he stressed the literal sense of Scripture.111 
But the significance of the biblical writings is not exhausted by the facts 
reported, he insisted.112 The proper use of the accounts consists in mak-
ing their reality efficacious for the present.113 This is a responsible use of 
these texts, he contends, for in his view godliness and ungodliness remain 
the same through all the ages.”114 Like modern Narrative Theology, 
Luther teaches in preaching contexts that the Bible is true, even if 
not historically verifiable or if we discern some inconsistences.115 The 
Reformer speaks of truth in theology in terms of God’s truth saturat-
ing our hearts (acting on us).116 In the same spirit Luther also offers an 
interesting insight about why miracles no longer seem to happen: “God 
will perform no miracles so long as problems can be solved by means of  
other gifts He has bestowed on us.”117

Of course he claimed that apparently natural events like grain growing 
out of the earth are miracles.118 And to critics of Lutheranism he claimed 
in a sermon that mighty miracles continue among Lutherans.119 Luther 
makes this point in his 1532 sermons on 1 Corinthians. Much like 
Narrative theologians he makes no effort there to defend the historical 
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credibility of the Resurrection.120 The argument for the Resurrection is 
based solely on the Word and its logical outcome, that Christians cannot 
be Christians if they deny the Resurrection.121 Reason, he claims, makes 
nonsense of the Resurrection.122 We need to ignore experience and sense 
perception.123 (Luther himself handles the Resurrection differently when 
exhorting Christian living against Antinomians. Then sounding like the 
Theology of Hope he speaks of Jesus’ Resurrection as something begun 
in us, but not completed.124)

At other points the Reformer, when outlining the logic of faith, 
makes comments suggesting that truth differs depending on one’s 
discipline or set of assumptions.125 Truth in theology and philosophy 
differ, he argued.126 Faith must follow the grammar of faith in using 
philosophy, he insisted.127 Every word in Christ takes on a new mean-
ing, a commitment which resembles the view of twentieth-century phi-
losopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, who taught that words have different 
meanings in different contexts (language games).128 In this light, much 
like many modern narrative theologians (influenced by the philosophy 
of Ludwig Wittgenstein) Luther claims while exegeting Biblical texts or 
criticizing alternative worldviews that sacred subjects cannot be made to 
fit grammatical rules, that the language of faith is not subject to rules 
imposed from outside the subject.129 The language of faith transcends 
reason in this case; it is its own language game, as Wittgenstein would 
contend.130

Another example of this propensity to regard truth as different in 
different language games is found in the Reformer’s 1535 Lecture on 
Galatians, as he claims that righteousness is different in theology from 
how it comes about in philosophy.131 Elsewhere Luther claims that peo-
ple of faith must learn a new language in faith.132

The Reformer also contended that Christ is present in faith.133 This 
has implications for the doctrine of Justification, that in faith and salva-
tion we actually encounter Christ.

Likewise it follows that God is Present in the Word.134 When we heed 
God’s Word we are taught by God Himself, Luther asserted. This hap-
pens even if we hear an ass speaking, like Balaam did.135 He is also said 
to be present in the Word.136

This is why Luther claims that while according to reason and the 
senses what the Christian has is small and finite when in fact what he has 
is large and infinite. The infinite is enclosed in the finite.137 As a result he 
can saw,
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Today I beheld God’s Word and Work. Yes, I saw and heard God Himself 
preaching and baptizing. To be sure, the tongue, the voice, the hands, etc., 
are those of a human being; but the Word and the ministry are really those 
of the Divine Majesty Himself.138

Luther says the Word is living, while offering comfort or when respond-
ing to Enthusiasts.139

The Reformer adds to this that God’s Word is said to accomplish 
something; He works through words.140 The Word is construed as the 
womb which conceives the believer.141 God’s Word takes us captive, 
Luther proclaims.142 Scripture changes us into it; we do not change 
it into us.143 The words fit our case in whatever situation we are, he 
insists.144

It is important to note that when Luther talks this way Scripture is 
not transformed into the one who studies it, but transforms us into it.145 
The Biblical characters tell us who we are, as the text leads us to identify 
with them.146 We are to crawl into the Word.147 In that sense the Word 
is Sacramental.148 It is Sacramental, for, as Luther claims while expos-
iting faith or comforting, in theology the sign marked by its language 
is already present in the Word. As we already observed, the Reformer 
believes that the Word brings what is actually bestowed.149 Of course this 
does not mean that we can trust our experience. As he once put it:

We must not judge by what we feel or what we see before us. The Word 
must be followed, and we must firmly hold that these truths are to be 
believed, not experienced; for to believe is not to experience. Nor indeed 
that what we believe is never to be experienced, but that faith is to precede 
experience, and the Word must be believed even when we feel and experi-
ence what differs from the Word.150

In the same way the Reformer writes, “We should adapt and adjust 
our minds and feelings so that they are in accord with the sense of the 
Psalms.”151

While expositing the faith he claims that we become the Word of God 
as the intellect becomes what it knows.152 We experience the Word.153 In 
a similar manner he states that this happens because we only know God 
and His extraordinary actions like the Resurrection and The Virgin Birth 
because Christ reveals them to us. We could never get to such knowledge 
on our own.154



30   M. Ellingsen

Other Alternative Hermeneutical Approaches

In other contexts, when offering comfort, Luther speaks of the Biblical 
characters as offering examples of our moral upbuilding.155 When offer-
ing comfort we are not so much to identify with the biblical characters as 
we are to imitate them.

The commitments to biblical literalism that we have noted are prob-
lematic to some interpreters of Luther, those who regard him as the 
first modern man. They are likely to dismiss texts noted as examples of 
Luther’s medievalism, but to highlight instead his appeal to freedom of 
conscience exhibited in his heroic defiance of the Roman Empire at the 
Diet of Worms.156

Contrary to those who regard Luther as a forerunner of modern free-
dom of conscience, our bondage to the Word of God seems consist-
ent with Luther’s famed claim at the Diet of Worms that his conscience 
is bound by the Word of God.157 Nevertheless, we can begin to note 
Luther’s tendency to inject more of himself in the interpretation in 
polemical circumstances or when dealing with despair than the more pas-
sive role for the interpreter that we have observed when he opts while 
just preaching or teaching for a hermeneutic which deems Scripture as 
narrative or as inerrant.

We see this in tendency in a sermon on the Epiphany while Luther 
seeks to comfort despair. He says there that Scripture bears Christ in its 
arms.158 In line with this Christocentrism already observed (but now in 
justifying a critical interpretation), the Reformer wrote, when dealing 
with those who would compromise grace,

I refuse to look at anything except this Christ. He should be such a treas-
ure to me that in comparison with Him everything else is filthy. He should 
be such a light to me that when I have taken hold of Him by faith I do not 
know whether there is such a thing as Law, sin, or unrighteousness in the 
world. For what is everything there is in heaven and on earth in compari-
son with the Son of God?159

Against his critics Luther also says, in citing the opinion of Staupitz, that 
his theology is about glorifying God, that it is safer to ascribe too much 
to God than to man.160 Dealing with works-righteousness he contends 
that every statement in Scripture and act of God, has the purpose of get-
ting us to see that we are sinners.161 All Scripture speaks of faith and that 
works are useless, Luther declares in a similar pastoral context.162
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Even in these cases, Luther did not want to be the lone interpreter, 
cutting new ground with his interpretations. Thus he makes clear that 
Scripture was not alone for him when he addressed charges of heresy, as 
he claimed that he was not just offering his own private concerns by the 
teachings of the Church.163 For him the Church’s Rule of Faith was his 
hermeneutical canon. In fact, even when just interpreting Scripture he 
insisted that we cannot manipulate it, relying on our own understanding, 
read it in dialogue with the Rule of Faith.164

For example, we have already noted that Luther would rely on 
Tradition (traditional practice), not just Scripture, when dialoguing with 
Anabaptists.165 In the context of reminding us of our sinfulness he spoke 
of the Apostles as infallible teachers.166 Luther is not the solitary indi-
vidual, the creative forger of new meanings that today’s Postmodern 
Deconstructionist claims him to be.167 But some of the language of his 
use of the letter–spirit distinction gives some modern interpreters a sense 
that he may be an ally.

Letter–Spirit Distinction

Especially when concerned with Christian feelings, with how we live or 
in polemical circumstances, Luther sometimes posits a letter–spirit dis-
tinction:

By the term “written code” in the writings of the Apostle, Paul refers not 
only to the symbolic portions of Scripture or the doctrine of the Law but to 
every teaching which prescribes those things which belong to the good life, 
whether Gospel or Mosaic Law. For if these things are known and remem-
bered and the spirit of grace is not present, it is merely an empty code and 
death of the soul. Hence blessed Augustine, De Spiritu et littera, ch.4: “That 
teaching by which we receive the command to live continently and uprightly 
is the written code that kills, unless the life-giving Spirit is present.”168

Luther’s use of the letter–spirit distinction entails that if grace is not 
given, if Christ is not made present, Scripture is merely a dead letter.169 
The letter kills, Luther and Paul teach; both seem to equate spirit with 
the Gospel.170 Only by the Spirit can we suppose that one who is visibly 
exalted is inwardly slain, despised, rejected be exalted.171

In a manner most suggestive of modern, Kantian epistemology and its 
commitment to the autonomy of the interpreter, Luther seems to claim 
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that the interpreter judges Scripture on the basis of the experience it 
gives. But this also provides him with a critical perspective on Scripture. 
In the midst of polemics he writes,

Even if you were to provide six hundred passages … I have the Author and 
Lord of Scripture, and I want to stand on His side rather than believe you. 
Nevertheless it is impossible for Scripture to contradict itself … If you are 
not able to reconcile Scripture and yet stress Scripture … I shall stress the 
Lord.172

Another way of saying this is that the Bible is only spiritually understood 
when its meaning comes to us and is experienced as a present reality.

The Reformer makes a related claim while engaging in apologetics or 
when offering comfort in preaching in contending that Scripture often 
speaks of God as we feel him to be, expressing the feelings of the bibli-
cal authors.173 Elsewhere he even goes so far as to claim when dealing 
with the Christian life that faith creates the deity.174 But this very mod-
ern-sounding phrase is balanced by an awareness that God exists and is 
greater than our experience of him in faith.175

Even when functioning as a narrative theologian Luther claimed, as 
we have noted, that Christ is present in faith, in its form.176 But when 
deploying the letter–spirit distinction, it entails for Luther that if the 
Bible is read merely as a report of the past, it is functioning as a dead  
letter.177 The biblical text is merely said to be the womb of Christ.178 
The Gospel is said to be hidden in Scriptures.179 This entails for Luther, 
when addressing opponents who compromise grace, that we must use 
Christ against the Scripture sometimes. In fact he claims that if Christ is 
not in Scripture it is not Scripture.180

These commitments likewise entail that for Luther the Bible is said 
to “contain” God’s Word; preachers extract from it the living Word. 
Scripture is said to hold God’s Word.181 It is also contains some 
wood, straw, and hay mixed with the gold, the swaddling clothes and 
manger in which Christ lies.182 It is good to be reminded that Luther 
sounds much like a modern biblical scholar when he describes how 
the early Christian witness was originally oral and only later put in 
writing.183

The letter–spirit distinction provided Luther with a way of responding 
to those who say they read the Bible and it cannot be understood. He 
argued that only the Spirit understands Scripture correctly.184
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Of course the letter–spirit distinction we have been discussing entails 
a critical approach to Scripture. Introducing his translation of the Bible, 
explaining the Gospel’s real nature, how we are saved, the Reformer lists 
the best books of the Bible—John’s Gospel, Paul’s letters (esp. Romans), 
and 1 Peter. They are said to be “the true kernel and marrow of all the 
Books.”185 In a polemical context, Paul’s theology is said to open up all 
of Scripture.186 He calls James by contrast “an epistle of straw,” would 
throw Jimmy in the fire. Yet with his conservative hermeneutic he is led 
to praise when not engaged in polemics.187 He was also critical of the 
Book of Hebrews and found no trace of the Spirit in Revelation.188

In softer, less polemical moments Luther refers to Galatians as his 
Katherine von Bora.189 When explicating faith or exhorting works, 
Luther claims that Paul and John do the best job in the Bible of empha-
sizing Christ, while the other Gospel writers are better emphasizing 
good works. Both seem to have a valid place (though Luther himself 
would emphasize faith and Christ).190

We need to be sure in closing this section that we not forget that 
this critical approach to Scripture was not Luther’s only methodologi-
cal approach. For example when just expositing the Word Luther moves 
away from a functional letter–spirit view of Scripture.191 In such con-
texts Luther advises that if vexed by sin and fear of judgment, we should 
simply search Scriptures for what comforts and avoid all that testifies to 
wrath.192 With regard to Theological Method and Hermeneutics it is 
evident that Luther was a Pastoral Theologian, sensitive to his context.

Law and Gospel

No discussion of Luther’s Theological Method can avoid his views on 
the relationship between Law and Gospel. He says that the knowledge 
of theology depends on the right knowledge of Law and Gospel: “Next 
to knowledge of the whole of Scripture, the knowledge of the whole of 
theology depends on the right knowledge of Law and Gospel.”193 He 
claims that knowing the difference between Law and Gospel was his 
breakthrough.194

He adds at one point that “whoever knows well how to distinguish 
the Gospel and the Law … is a real theologian.”195 Distinguishing them 
is “the greatest skill in Christendom.”196 In line with this observation 
is a 1532 lecture on Psalm 51, expositing the text, Luther writes, “The 
proper subject of theology is man guilty of sin and condemned and God 
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the Justifier and Savior of man the sinner.” Luther adds that what is dis-
cussed in theology outside this subject is in error.197

As the Reformer put it while polemicizing,

The knowledge of this topic, the distinction between the Law and the 
Gospel, is necessary to the highest degree; for it contains a summary of all 
Christian doctrine.198

Let no one, therefore, ponder the Divine Majesty, what God has done and 
how mighty He is; or think of man as the master of his property, and the way 
the lawyer does; or his health the way the physician does, But let him think 
of man as sinner. The proper subject of theology is man guilty of sin and 
condemned, and God the Justifier and Savior of man the sinner. Whatever 
is asked or discussed in theology outside this subject is error and poison.199

These commitments are in line with his claim already observed that one 
finds nothing in Scripture, Luther adds at one point, but “contrast and 
antitheses.”200 He said much the same in his Lectures on Hebrews in 
1517–1518, which he claimed as the basis of his Theology of the Cross 
(see below):

Frequently in the Scriptures there are two opposite ideas side by side. For 
example, judgement and righteousness, wrath and grace, death and life, evil 
and good. This is what is referred to in the phrase … “And alien work is 
done by Him so that He might affect His proper work” [Is.28:21] … Here 
we find the Theology of the Cross, or, as the Apostle expresses it: “The 
Word of the cross is a stumbling block to the Jews and foolishness to the 
Gentiles” [1 Cor.1:18, 23], because it is utterly hidden from their eyes.201

In polemics Luther teaches that every concept of Scripture must be 
understood to imply its opposite.202 One cannot keep the true meaning 
of justification without it, he adds.203 We cannot confuse them.204 Law 
and Gospel, the finite and the infinite, must remain in tension.205 In a 
1537 sermon he claimed that we need to learn well the “grand distinc-
tion” between Law and grace, that it had befuddled him for more than 
the first thirty years of his life.206

The Reformer distinguishes Law and Gospel most sharply when 
defending faith from abuse. He softens the distinction more when 
exhorting faith and still more when exhorting Christian life. Perhaps 
most famously he remarks while defending faith from papal abuse:
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The way to distinguish the one from the other is to locate the Gospel in 
heaven and the Law on earth, … to distinguish as sharply the righteous-
ness of the Gospel and that of the Law as God distinguishes day and night. 
Let the one be like the light and the day, and the other like the darkness 
and the night. If we could only put an even greater distance between 
them!207

But, Luther adds against the Antinomians, just as repentance and for-
giveness of sin should not be separated, neither should Law and Gospel 
be separated.208

Often Luther distinguishes Law and Gospel in terms of content, espe-
cially in polemical contexts or expositing faith:

26 …The Law says “do this,” and it is never done. Grace says “believe in 
this,” and everything is already done.209

On this subject the Reformer also writes,

By “Law” we should understand nothing but God’s Word and command 
in which He commands us what we are to do and not to do … The Gospel 
is such a doctrine or Word of God as does not demand our works or com-
mand us to do anything but bids us simply to receive the offered grace of 
forgiveness …210

The Law is a commandment, Luther claims, and the Gospel teaches 
what God has given us.211 The Gospel is defined as good tidings.212 It 
is defined as “this divine promise of grace and forgiveness of sin.”213 It 
is preaching Christ, not dependent on works.214 It is discourse about 
Christ.215 It is the truth that “our righteousness comes by faith alone, 
without works of the Law.”216

The Gospel is also defined as or identified with the “promises” of God 
or the works of God understood as the creation of righteousness, peace, 
mercy, patience, kindness, joy, and health.217 It is nothing else but Christ 
coming to us.218 It is salvation, a pure free gift:

The Gospel or faith is something that does not demand our works or tell 
us what to do, but tells us to receive, to accept the gift, so that we are pas-
sive, that is, that God promises and says to you: “this and that I import to 
you. You can do nothing for it.”219
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Luther also defines the Gospel as God’s Promise, while the Law is said 
to deal with our things and works.220 The Gospel is also said to be the 
preaching of forgiveness.221

More often when dealing with exhortation to faith or Christian life 
issues the Reformer distinguishes Law and Gospel in terms of their 
impact on people, not their content. Thus he identifies the Gospel as 
what gives life.222 But the Law cannot justify.223 It is a Word that only 
condemns.224 It makes us sinners or is anything that makes us realize our 
sin.225 It kills and terrifies.226 The objective of the Law is desperation.227 
It produces hatred of God and despair.228 As Luther put it in the midst 
of polemics, God commands the impossible.229

Luther, as we have noted, knew a great deal about this terror and 
despair, which he called Anfechtung. Thus in his view the Law lays guilt 
on us.230 It teaches us our impotence.231 It crushes us.232 It frightens 
and annoys.233 When taken in the fleshly sense, the Law produces bril-
liant hypocrites who imagine themselves the first of all to whom every-
thing is due. Christ kills their righteousness.234

Luther adds that the Law also shows not the grace of God, but His 
wrath.235 It reveals the wrath and judgment of God in such a way as to 
make it impossible not to hate God, to wish He did not exist.236 About 
the Law Luther writes,

If our nature had not been corrupted by sin to such an extent, there would 
be no need for the preaching of the Law. But now, because of our hard-
ness and extreme smugness, God cannot accomplish anything through His 
grace unless He has first broken and crushed our adamantine hearts.237

He contends that the more sinful we perceive ourselves to be the more 
passionately will we call on God.238 The Reformer adds,

The Law constrains us … teaches us that we must be changed before 
we can accomplish its works; it makes us conscious of our inability as we 
are.239 The Commandments of God are but a mirror, wherein we behold 
our filth and wickedness …240

It teaches us our sin.241 
Without the Law we are ignorant of our sin. In fact, Luther adds, we 

are likely to remain secure and proud of our moral capacity.242 But he 
also insists that the Law cannot get us to righteousness.243
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As the Word of Moses, the Law in Luther’s view is only able to 
instruct and sanctify the flesh, while the Gospel is directed to the inner 
life of man and so about to sanctify the spirit.244 It shows us our inabil-
ity.245 Nothing goes as the Law demands.246 It is beyond the power of 
humans to fulfill.247 It demands the impossible.248 In this sense the Law 
is a tyrant.249 It makes sin abound, because it irritates and repels the will. 
Every work of the Law is sin.250

Luther maintains that the Law makes us see how desperately wicked 
his heart is, how great his sins are, even what was considered good 
works.251 It is like a jail that fences us in. By contrast, the Gospel is a free 
wilderness, unrestrained.252 The Law only reveals what already exists in 
human nature.253 We need to be careful, then, in how we use the Law, 
Luther warns. For when good works are taught, Luther notes, it leads to 
pride and works-righteousness.254

Making a point too often overlooked in modern Reformation theology, 
Luther notes that the Law is not properly understood apart from the Gospel:

Thus we see that the Law and Prophets, too, cannot be preached or rec-
ognized properly, unless we see Christ wrapped up in the Scriptures … For 
Christ must be heard in the Gospel and then one sees how beautifully the 
entire Old Testament is attuned to Him.255

The Law is found in the New Testament as well as in the Old Testament, 
Luther notes.256 Yet the Old Testament also contains grace, he adds.257 But 
the Law can also be known from reason (natural law), Luther insists.258

The Reformer says about our freedom from the Law that the Law is a 
bit like the child’s tutor:

The tutor’s release of the pupil does not mean the death or departure of 
the tutor, but spiritually, that the child has been changed, and can do what 
the father wished the tutor to teach him. Likewise the Law releases us, 
not by its passing, not by being abrogated, but spiritually; and because a 
change has been effected in us and we have the experience God designed 
us to have through the Law.259

The Gospel is greater than the Law, Luther insists, for the latter was 
ordained through servants.260 He compares the Gospel to the sun and 
the Law to the moon. The moon beams with the sun’s light. As long as 
both shine, you can distinguish day and night. But when the two lights 
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disappear you just have an absolute blackout.261 The Gospel has the Law 
in its power.262 In explaining the faith, the Law is said to be destroyed 
by the Gospel.263 But despite the Gospel’s freeing Word, Luther nicely 
asserts why we still need the Law:

Therefore the grumbling, “If the Law does not justify, it is nothing,” is a 
fallacious conclusion. For just as the conclusion is valid if one says: “Money 
does not justify; therefore it is nothing. The eyes do not justify; therefore I 
shall pluck them out” … When we deny that the Law justifies, we are not 
destroying or condemning it.264

But we still need the Law, he says, in order to work repentance.265

God first gives the cross and affliction, then honor and blessedness … But 
God first of all terrifies the conscience, set on miserable wine … then, how-
ever, He consoles us with the promises of the Gospel which endure for-
ever.266

Regarding the Law’s role in working repentance and its importance, 
Luther writes,

there is no person on earth in His [Jesus’] mind who is to be excused or 
excepted, but must confess and acknowledge they are sinners … For the 
cornerstone of this building, of how to become a Christian, must in every 
case be to confess our sins, for otherwise you can neither rejoice in your 
forgiveness nor be comforted.267

The Law introduces us to sin and overwhelms us with the knowledge of it. 
It does this so that we may see to be freed and sigh after grace.268 … [T]
hen the whole world becomes too small for us there is no help anywhere 
except in Christ.”269

Luther nicely elaborates on this point:

I must first take you down to hell before taking you up to heaven, you 
must despair in the first place … In view of this lay hold of His Word and 
Promise that He will change you; this only will help you … This is true 
comfort that does not rest on our ability but on the fact that we have a 
gracious God Who forgives our sins.270

We can identify the seeds of Luther’s thinking about a distinc-
tion between Law and Gospel in his efforts to deal with the need for 
repentance over-against the sale of Indulgences. Addressing in 1516 
the combination of proclaiming the logic of faith and also critiquing 
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self-righteousness, Luther introduced the idea (suggestive of his 
Theology of the Cross)  that a distinction must be made between God’s 
proper work (making us righteous or saving us) and his alien work (to 
make us sinners).271 The strange work correlates with the Law and the 
proper work with the Gospel in the Law–Gospel distinction.272 We must 
despair of our own ability in order to be prepared to receive the grace of 
God, Luther notes when engaging the legalism of Catholic Scholasticism 
or articulating the logic of faith.273

In polemical circumstances the Law precedes the Gospel for Luther 
(just as one must first experience Anfechtung). The Law drives us to 
Christ, Luther says, and the Gospel says that God is present with those 
who are contrite, when the Reformer exhorts faith while responding to 
Antinomian polemics.274 But here we must remember Luther’s previously 
noted caution that the Law and the Gospel are to be preached according 
to circumstances, and his claim outside of polemics that the Law is only 
properly known in relation to the Gospel.275 In this connection Luther 
also advises against the Antinomians that the Law should be preached first, 
but not at all to the faint-heated, those already in despair.276

How and How Far Should Law and Gospel Be 
Distinguished?

Luther does concede that at least until 1513 or longer he did not 
understand the Law–Gospel distinction and so he did not know God’s 
mercy.277 When defending faith Luther stressed the opposition of Law 
and Gospel:

The way to distinguish the one from the other is to locate the Gospel in 
heaven and the Law on earth, to call the righteousness of the Gospel heav-
enly and divine and the righteousness of the Law earthly and human, and 
to distinguish the righteousness of the Gospel and that of the Law as God 
distinguishes between heaven and earth or between day and night. Let the 
one be like the light and the day, and the other like the darkness and the 
night. If we could only put an even greater distance between them.278

Luther seems contextual in the emphasis he places on the distinction 
between Law and Gospel.279 We have already noted that when address-
ing despair the Reformer posits their distinction solely on the basis of our 
response to the Word:
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The corollary is that the Word of the new and of the old Law is the same, 
but only according to our understanding or lack of understanding it is 
described as perfect or imperfect, short or lengthened.280

Law and Gospel are said to be distinct in these pastoral contexts only 
in respect to attitudes and function, not regarding their differences in 
content.281 In this spirit Luther writes (when addressing Antinomian dis-
tortions), “The time and proper function of the Law is to kill; but the 
function of the Gospel is to make alive.282

Luther concedes the contextuality of his approach to the Law–Gospel 
dialectic even later in his career in dialogue with the Antinomians. He 
even concedes that early in his career in order to preach the Gospel pow-
erfully against papal abuse he had preached like the Antinomians, but 
now the situation is different, he contends.283

When dealing with Christian life issues the Reformer refers to the unity 
of Law and Gospel in experience.284 In one good example he writes,

The Law and the Gospel neither can nor should be separated; just as 
repentance and forgiveness of sins should not be separated. For they are so 
closely bound up together and involved in each other.285

In these contexts, later in his career he even spoke of faith working 
through love.286 Or when focusing just on our relationship to God 
or when addressing despair, Luther counsels no attention be paid to 
the Law.287 The Reformer himself speaks of his contextual approach 
to preaching the Law differently to the faint-hearted.288 How and the 
extent to which Law and Gospel should be distinguished is clearly a mat-
ter of context.

On Different Uses of the Law

It is standard to say that Luther posits Two Uses of the Law (the 
Political Use, which is the Law functioning to nurture good citizens and 
as a norm for just laws, and the Theological Use, the Commandments 
functioning to condemn sin). He most clearly articulates this in his 
articulation of the faith in The Smalcald Articles.289 He claims that the 
Second (Theological) Use to condemn sin is the principal Use.290

However, when dealing with Antinomians, those not taking seri-
ously our Christian responsibility, he is recorded as teaching much like 
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Catholics, the Eastern church, and virtually all Protestant denominations, 
a Third Use of the Law (the Commandments functioning as a guide to 
and exhorter for Christian living).291 Granted, the authenticity of this 
text has been disputed. But there are other texts which imply a Third 
Use. One is to be found in a 1522 New Year’s Sermon concerned with 
the Law. He speaks there of preaching even to those who observe the 
Law (i.e., Christians).292

We see something like a Third Use of the Law when the Reformer 
addressed matters related to Sanctification or comfort.293 Even in the 
Catechisms the positive use of the Commandments appears in texts con-
cerned to address changes in Christian behavior.294 Luther also claims 
that the Law is a disciplinarian that makes us do good, rather like a 
custodian prepared the child for adulthood.295 Late in his career when 
addressing issues related to living the Christian life, the Reformer even 
spoke of Christ as an example.296 He also spoke of the law of love in 
these contexts (equating it sometimes with the natural law).297

Luther even goes so far as to indicate the proper contexts for a 
Third Use of the Law. As late as 1535 he claims that the Law should 
be made a god and be dealt with reverently apart from the matter of 
Justification.298 But he also claims that the final cause of obedience to 
the Law is the good example it can portray for evangelism and our grati-
tude towards God reflected in our actions.299 Elsewhere the Reformer 
insists that good works must also be urged on account of the weakness of 
the flesh.300 In that sense the Third Use functions in comforting despair 
occasioned by this weakness.301 That the Third Use of the Law appears 
in these contexts is not surprising in view of his tendency to construe 
Scripture this way (as providing examples) in such contexts.

Theology of the Cross

A crucial aspect of Luther’s critique of Scholastic Theology emerges from 
his Theology of the Cross. It should already be obvious that this set of 
commitments stressing the paradoxical character of God’s actions is a 
significant part of Luther’s thinking, but when not engaged in polem-
ics or exhorting faith, the Reformer is not a consistent adherent of these 
themes.302

It was while polemicizing in The Heidelberg Disputation that the 
Reformer claimed that “true theology and recognition of God are in the 
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crucified Christ.”303 Such a theologian knows only the crucified and hid-
den God.304 Luther notes,

20. He deserves to be called a theologian, however, who comprehends 
the visible and manifest things of God seen through suffering and the 
Cross.305

We must begin at the bottom to rise up, not at the top as Philosophy 
does.306 The Reformer even claims that God is found in the weakness of 
an infant, in the suffering of a cross.307

Luther’s commitment to the literal sense of Scripture led him to claim 
while extolling faith from the pride of works that Scripture is “filled with 
antitheses.”308 We have already noted Luther’s critical perspective on rea-
son. He claims, when responding to critiques of faith by reason, that we 
should follow the Word and regard our own thoughts as vain.309 Reason 
cannot endure God’s Word unless it is first blinded and disagrees, a point 
Luther makes against proponents of believer’s baptism.310 Reason is the 
devil’s whore, he asserts.311 Faith must kill reason, Luther says in polemi-
cal circumstances.312

Luther also contends that reason cannot understand the Word (stated 
when trying to comfort or engaged in polemics).313 Reason is said to 
amount to nothing compared to the Word.314 When explicating faith 
with specialized concern to avoid doctrines of men, Luther proclaims,

The natural light of man and grace cannot be friends. Human nature wants 
perception and certitude as a condition of faith prior to perception; that is 
why human nature will not proceed beyond its own light. Grace happily 
steps out into the darkness and follows nothing but the Word …315

The light of man and grace cannot be friends (a comment made while 
dealing with sin).316

The lowly appearance of the Gospel offends (a claim Luther makes while 
condemning reason).317 God’s Word must be a stumbling block, Luther 
remarks in a sermon proclaiming faith and responding to his critics.318 
Elsewhere the Reformer adds, “It is the lot of God’s Word in the world to 
find that the learned and the works–righteous always knows better.”319

The Theology of the Cross entails believing that God turns every-
thing upside down, Luther proclaims in a sermon. What we call jolly and 
beautiful He calls poor, sick, and weak.320 “In the eyes of the world the 
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Word of Christ is always foolishness,” Luther notes.321 “This seems to 
the world contrary to reason because God seems to be lying, forsaking 
us, not choosing us by rejecting us. To the godly man, however, it is 
believable.”322

This critique of reason has implications for the focus of Theology:

The person who wants to know God, free from unsubstantial speculation 
about Him, must begin at the bottom and learn first to know the Virgin 
Mary’s son born in Bethlehem. Thereafter he will learn, as the text itself 
states, precisely Who the Virgin’s Son is, namely the everlasting Lord and 
King.323

Luther claims there is a reason to be on guard against wisdom:

But the meaning of the saying is this: The wise and understanding … are 
always exerting themselves; they do things in the Christian Church the way 
they want to themselves. Everything that God does they must improve, so 
that there is no poorer, more insignificant and despised disciple on earth 
than God; He must be everybody’s pupil.324

The Reformer was critical of Philosophy and the concept of sub-
stance. It is a foothold or settled ground on which man can stand.325 
Addressing temptations, he claims that faith attaches itself to noth-
ing.326 When exhorting comfort in a sermon Luther observed, “Faith is 
against feeling and feeling against faith.”327 Faith is said to be in contra-
diction to the senses.328 In one sermon he proclaims, “That is why we 
should refuse to listen when our heart speaks to us in terror and unbe-
lief. We should instead listen to what God says, for He is greater than 
your heart or mine.329

In polemical circumstances doctrine is even distinguished from life.330 
Luther writes,

There as I often warn you, doctrine must be carefully distinguished from 
life. Doctrine is heaven; life is earth. In life there is sin, error, unclean-
ness, and misery, mixed, as the saying goes, “with vinegar.” Here love 
should condone, tolerate, be deceived, trust, hope, and endure all things 
(I Cor.13:7); here the forgiveness of sins should have complete sway, pro-
vided that sin and error are not defended. But just as there is no error in 
doctrine, so there is no need for any forgiveness of sins. Therefore there is 
no comparison at all between doctrine and life.331
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The distinction between doctrine and life or faith and feeling in con-
texts when faith is being defended or even exhorted led the Reformer 
to some apparently flippant attitudes towards suffering, as he claims that 
it does not matter who believes or that “the person must be completely 
rejected.”332 Such attitudes reflect in the abusive language he could use 
towards opponents, calling them liars and goats in print.333

Distinguishing faith from life (its feelings and trends) entails that for 
the Reformer God is greater than our hearts.334 The heart may deceive, 
but not Christ, he asserts when engaged in polemics with the Catholic 
establishment.335 Dialoguing with uncertainty and Catholic teaching he 
writes,

And this is the reason why our theology is certain: it snatches us away from 
ourselves and places us outside ourselves, so that we do not depend on our 
own strength, conscience, experience, person, or works but depend on that 
which is outside ourselves, that is not the promise and truth of God, which 
cannot deceive.336

In one of his lectures he claimed,

This is not a mean art but the art of the Holy Spirit. Reason cannot sing 
about the Lord’s blessings. It is the work of the Spirit alone to under-
stand the mercies of God. It is the wise man who begins to praise and give 
thanks. Reason of itself cannot do this. It only observes the threats and 
terrors of God and the ungodliness in the world, and then it begins to 
murmur and blaspheme.337

Even when concerned with the logic of faith Luther observes that God 
proposes things that are impossible and absurd. There is a tension with 
reason.338

Writing in a context while aiming to undermine legalism the Reformer 
observes,

And universally our every assertion of anything good is hidden under 
the denial of it, so that faith may have its place in God, Who is a negative 
essence of goodness and wisdom and righteousness, Who cannot be pos-
sessed or touched except by the negation of all our affirmatives.339

And while seeking to undercut pride in a 1532 Advent sermon, he 
writes,
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It [the Gospel] is and remains a teaching which causes offense but not to 
the unimportant people. Experience has shown that it remains a teaching 
which causes offense … They [the self-righteous] consider the Gospel an 
annoying, rebellious teaching.340

In the same spirit in Lectures on Galatians he claims that Scripture is 
“filled with antitheses.”341

All of these themes suggest the Theology of the Cross of his 
Heidelberg Disputation, where Luther wrote,

20. He deserves to be called a theologian, however, who comprehends the 
visible and manifest things of God through suffering and the cross.342

Thus God destroys the wisdom of the wise … It is impossible for a person 
not to be puffed by his good works unless he has first been deflated and 
destroyed by suffering and evil until he knows that he is worthless and that 
his works are not his but God’s.343

In line with these early appearances of the Theology of the Cross when 
Luther addressed despair or aimed to undercut legalism, in a 1516 ser-
mon he makes a distinction between God’s proper work and His alien 
work (making men sinners) in order to create righteousnessss.344 God is 
said to reveal by concealing.345 The Reformer writes elsewhere,

Although the works of God are always unattractive and appear evil, they 
are nevertheless really eternal merits.346

God is hidden, but recognized in suffering.347

Addressing legalism, Luther notes in a 1520 commentary on a psalm 
that God’s Word is like a lamp shining in a dark place. It becomes a lie 
before it becomes truth. We cannot go to heaven unless we first go to 
hell and God becomes first a devil. But the last word is that God’s faith-
fulness endures.348 In an early sermon he observes that God performs 
an alien work making the faithful sinners before performing His Work of 
Justification. He kills and makes alive.349 God works like a surgeon, making 
dangerous and disfiguring incisions, but nevertheless does good work.350

Of course God’s hiddenness is related to the Theology of the 
Cross.351 While addressing legalism (the usual context for invoking The 
Theology of the Cross) along with seeking comfort for the faithful’s 
despair, Luther notes God’s hidden ways:
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He has hidden His power under nothing but weakness, His wisdom under 
foolishness, His goodness under severity, His righteousness under sin, His 
mercy under wrath.352

Prior to the Reformation the Reformer claimed that “God conceals what 
is His in order to reveal it.”353

Responding to legalism, Luther notes that the righteousness of God 
is hidden under sin.354 In similar contexts he frequently notes that the 
ways of God are said to be hidden, far above our patterns of thought.355 
The Gospel is said to be hidden.356 So is the heritage of Christ.357 As the 
Reformer put it in a polemical context, If faith is essentially concerned 
with concealed reality then “it is necessary that everything which is to be 
believed be hidden so that there may be room for faith.” He adds,

It cannot be hidden any more deeply than when it appears to be the exact 
opposite of what we see, sense, and experience.358

Faith must believe against reason Luther claims for reason says faith is 
impossible.359

Hiddenness (esp. of the Christian) is a theme used to comfort from 
despair, Luther adds.360 It is also used in polemical circumstances.361 In 
a comment with rich implications for Ministry and Social Ethics (God 
working through the lowly), Luther writes,

But God follows this method and shows poor sinners, such as Saint 
Paul and we were, to fend off the arrogance and conceit of such wisea-
cres. For He does not wish to use such self-assured and presumptuous 
spirits for this work by people who have been through the mill, have 
been tested and crushed … No, God must always retain the honor.362

Engaging in polemics, God is even said to be recognized in suffer-
ing.363 Indeed while offering comfort prior to the Reformation Luther 
writes,

For we ought to have the greatest courage at the very time when evil 
befalls us, for that is where God shows His good will; we should be most 
pleased at the time when the most unpleasant things happen, for then it is 
certain that the acceptable Will of God is at work …364

Against the spiritual pride of the Anabaptists he even claimed that faith is 
paradoxical, often greatest when we doubt or are in despair.365
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Not just the ways of God, but the Christian life is hidden, according 
to the Theology of the Cross.366 Most of the time Luther’s Theology 
of the Cross emerges when defending faith. But he seems to develop 
the theme of Christian life being hidden at least when dealing with the 
Christian life and comfort in language suggesting modern liberation the-
ology the Reformer speaks of he faithful experiencing poverty, that you 
must become of low estate.367

A focus on The Cross seems evident in Luther’s Christocentric claim 
that the Cross of Christ alone is his theology.368 But in another context 
he claims that God might not have spoken His final Word in Christ.369 
He even claims in The Bondage of the Will in polemics with legalism that 
God wills things not disclosed in His Word.370 This is another sense of 
hiddenness (the Hidden Will of God) posited by Luther in addition to 
His revealed Will.371

The Reformer advises that we focus on the revealed God, believe 
against the hidden God.372 We should seek to know no other God than 
the God clothed with His Promises.373 In these contexts the Reformer 
urges that we leave God in His Majesty [deus abconditus] to Himself, but 
only contrite on Him as set forth in His Word.374 Better to do that than 
speculate (a claim made in polemics with Erasmus).375

Something like the Theology of the Cross appears early in Luther’s 
career, in the First Lectures on Psalms. God, it seems, defies reason, can-
not be known empirically, Luther claims while seeking to humble us. 
This makes place for faith.376 While exhorting Christian living, Luther 
notes that we cannot contemplate the divine majesty, the hidden God. 
This awareness leads to humility.377 While reflecting on our sinful 
nature or polemicizing against legalistic distortions of the faith, Luther 
notes that to contemplate God in His hiddenness will lead to our being 
crushed.378

Of course in another context, concerned merely to interpret Romans, 
Luther is willing as we have noted to claim that there is a natural knowl-
edge of God (though theology cannot be constructed on it).379 Seeking 
to undercut reason and to exhort faith, Luther contends that only by 
faith can the invisible things be discerned.380

Dealing with Christian life or comfort he states that faith is concerned 
with what is hidden.381 Faith creates hope, he states.382 While addressing 
Pelagian abuses, Luther claims that this hiddenness is in part related to 
the fact that faith is grounded in the knowledge of God in the sense of 
His means, not His essence.383 As we shall observe in later chapters, The 
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Theology of the Cross and its theme of the deus absconditus also pertains 
to Predestination and Providence. It clearly permeates his thinking in 
polemics, exhortation to faith, and exhortation to comfort, but we have 
noted that its paradoxical themes fade in contexts when the Reformer 
exhorts Christian living.

Black Presence in the Bible

Another topic of hermeneutics most relevant to our present situation 
is Luther’s awareness of the African contributions to the Bible. A few 
examples follow. Luther identifies one of The Wise Men as Ethiopian.384 
Writing late in his life he claimed that “Many Ethiopians, Ammonites, 
and Edomites attached themselves to the confession and worship of 
the God of Israel in accordance with God’s call.” He also claimed that 
Nimrod and Cush were Ethiopian.385 Luther’s reflections at this point 
are most pertinent to our subsequent analysis of the contributions his 
Social Ethic might make to Reformation theology today.

Summary Reflections

Certainly we find in Luther evidence that he employed at times (esp. 
when doing apologetics or comforting despair) which takes seriously the 
role of the interpreters and what they bring to the text, models much 
like what dominates in the academy today.386 But we also more typically 
find in Luther a hermeneutic that is pre-modern, positing a theology not 
rooted in reason or experience, entailing an objectivity to theology. This 
fits his focus on God (Who is outside us) saving us, and not we ourselves. 
Addressing God in thankfulness in comforting us, Luther writes,

And this is the reason why our theology is certain: it snatches us away from 
ourselves and places us outside ourselves …387

Christ helps the world by confounding the world’s wisdom …388

Sometimes these commitments led to complete, unconditional fidel-
ity to the biblical texts. Other times we see in him a critical approach 
to Scripture, its originator. Just as sometimes we find him totally com-
mitted to the authority of Scripture (in polemics) and other times (esp. 
when dealing with the logic of the Christian faith) an appreciation of 
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the catholic tradition and even of a legitimate role for philosophy when 
subordinated to the Word. And so Luther is a man who provides gives 
us glimpses of how to hold these different methodological options 
together, encouraging us to use them in appropriate ways as long as 
they serve the Word of God’s unconditional love. Luther nicely summa-
rizes his theology in the spirit of the Theology of the Cross over dinner, 
reminding us not to get sidetracked in our theological/methodological 
meanderings:

If at death I could leave behind me the reputation that I teach with 
the greatest diligence that one should be on guard against specula-
tions and should in all simplicity apprehend Christ, I would have done 
much.389
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	 68. � Jes. (1527–1529), WA31II: 11, 19 / LW16:16–17: “Scriptura semper 
praedicat misericordiam dei et nostrum peccatum. Maiestas dei summa 
est, nos vilissimi, attamen nobis persuadere debemus deum nobis mis-
ericordem esse, quia promisit. Hic favor dei, si modo firma esset fides, 
faceret nos impavidos in omnibus.”

	 69. � Rom., WA56:233, 5/ LW25:217–218.
	 70. � Rom., WA56:414, 13/ LW25:405; Gal. (1535), WA40I:459, 16/ 

LW26:295. Cf. Vor.N.T., WADB7:384, 26/ LW35:396; Dict.Ps., 
WA4:439, 20f; Gal. (1535), WA40I:458, 30/ LW26:295.

	 71. � Vor.OT., WADB8:29, 32/ LW35:247: “Wenn du wilt wol und sicher 
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flase teaching is evident in Ev.Joh.3–4, WA47:66, 17/ LW22:339.

	 72. � Stuf., WA40III:348, 18.
	 73. � Rom., WA56:137, 1/ LW25:119–120: “Quecumnquqe [Qu] e [cumque 

enim etiam de Christo et do quocunque alio Scriptura sunt/ ad nostrum 
doctrinam i.e. morale institutionem exemplariter intelligendo scripta 
Grec[us] ‘prescripta’ sunt: i.i. quasi ante oculos posita sun tut per paten-
tiam in rebus ut consolationem scripturarum in Verbis spem habeamus in 
Deum.” Cf. Mos., WA16:391, 1/ LW35:173.

	 74. � Dict.Ps., WA3:11, 26ff./ LW10:3f., is an example of his use of allegori-
cal interpretation.

	 75. � Ibid., WA3:11, 33/ LW10:11. For other examples of this stress on the 
literal sense, see Dict.Ps., Glosses, WA55I :4, 20: “In Scriptura … nulla 
valet allegoria, tropolgia, anagoge, nisi albi hystorice idem exresse dica-
tur. Alioquin ludibrium fieret Scriptura.” Dict.Ps., WA4:305, 6: “Quod 
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atque origo.”

This emphasis was in line with medieval thinking; see Thomas 
Aquinas, In I Sent prol. Q.1aa. 5, 7; A. Haufnagel, “Wort Gottes: 
Sinn und Bedeutung nach Thomas von Aquin,” in Helmut Feld and 
J. Nolte, eds., Wort Gottes in der Zeit (Düsselford: Patmos-Verlag, 
1973), pp. 236–256; Helmut Feld, Die Anfange der modemen biblischen 
Hermeneutik in der spatmittelalterlichen Theologie (Weisbaden: Fran 
Steiner Verlag, 1977), pp. 70–83.
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118; Leip. Disp., WA2:424, 16; Ab.Chr., WA26:444, 37; 1 Pet., WA12:259, 
8/ LW30:3.
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(1540), WATR5:26, 11.
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nee ex re praesenti iudicui, facienum est, verbum est sequendum et stat-
uendum, quod haec credenda, no experienda sint. Credere enim non est 
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	 168. � Rom., WA56:336, 25/ LW25:324–325: “‘Littera’ apud Apostolum Paulum 
Est non tantum figuralis Scriptura aut doctrina legis, Sed prorsus omnis 
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	 172. � Gal. (1535), WA40I:458, 32/ LW26:295f.: “… nihil moror Scripturae 
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iustitiam et clamites Scripturam pugnare; Ego Autorem et Dominum 
Scripturae habeo, a cuius parte volo potius stare quam tibi credere – 
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Scripturae maneo.” Cf. Thes.Wel., WA39I :47, 19/ LW34:112.
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	 175. � Gal. (1535), WA40I:360, 24/ LW26:227. This phrase which was used 
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Rousseau to Ritschl, trans. Brian Cozens [New York: Harper, 1959], p. 
359) overlooks Luther’s safeguarding of the trans-subjective character of 
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in quod se ante extendit, est ei spiritus. Quia semper illud quod habe-
tur, est litera ad illud, quod acquirendum est: ut de motu diximus. Ita 
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nunc autem est litera, quia revelatus, nisi et nos addamus aliud, scilicet 
vivam fidem ipsius. Quare orandum semper est pro intellecu, ut non in 
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Sophistae sint arguitores me et ita obruant et illaqueent me argumentis pro 
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of historical criticism, points made by K. A. Meissenger, Luthers Exegese in 
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