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HAT DO WE MEAN BY “THE LAW”? WHAT IS THE STATUS OF THE LAW IN OUR

life before God and one another? These questions define the central theo-
logical issue between Jews and Christians on the one hand and between Roman
Catholics and Protestants on the other. The understanding of the law also differs
among the traditions emerging from the reformation: the Lutherans, the Re-
formed, and the Anabaptists. Hence it is both very important and extremely diffi-
cult to come to a better understanding of what theologians mean by the law, for the
very attempt to clarify its meaning may wind up privileging one tradition over an-
other. No theologian has had more impact on how the western Christian traditions
understand the law than Martin Luther. Therefore, one way to understand the
various theological dimensions of the law would be to use Luther as the lens
through which to view the similarities and differences in the ways various tradi-
tions have come to understand the law. I will develop this essay by means of a se-
quence of questions: How does God reveal the law to us? Why did God reveal the
law to us? How is the law related to life in Christ? How is the law related to the
larger society? In each instance, I will give Luther’s answer to the question, in light
of the previous tradition he inherited, and then give the differing reactions to Lu-
ther’s position.
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Roman Catholics, Lutherans, Reformed, and Anabaptists sometimes mean
similar things when they speak of law, sometimes very different things. Learning
the distinctions is essential to clear conversation.



I. HOW DOES GOD REVEAL THE LAW TO US?

Luther inherited, and was largely shaped by, the Christian catechetical tradi-
tion in which the first part of the catechism was the law: the Ten Commandments,
revealed by God to Moses on Mount Sinai, written on tablets of stone, and placed
in the ark of the covenant. The previous Christian tradition called this part of the
law of Moses the moral law, distinguishing it from the ceremonial law, having to do
with ritual purity, sacrifice, etc., and the political law, having to do with the govern-
ance of Israel as a nation. The previous tradition also saw the Ten Commandments
as setting forth in a clear and orderly way the same law that is revealed in the rea-
son, heart, and conscience of every human being, which came to be called the natu-
ral law. Because they so clearly reflect the natural law, the Ten Commandments
reveal the will of God for every human being and therefore for every baptized
Christian. The ceremonial and political laws of Israel, on the other hand, were seen
to be abrogated by the death and resurrection of Christ and were no longer binding
on the Christian community.

If the moral law is binding on every human being, what of the law of Jesus
Christ, revealed especially in the Sermon on the Mount but also elsewhere in the
gospels? Following Augustine, the Latin tradition understood the Ten Command-
ments in light of the two great commandments taught by Jesus, love of God and
love of neighbor. The perfection of human life would therefore be judged in light
of these two commandments, loving God for the sake of God, and loving one’s
neighbor and self, also for the sake of God. According to the Latin tradition, those
called to a higher perfection than baptized Christians are given counsels of perfec-
tion by Christ and Paul, best exemplified by the life of celibacy, required of all
priests and bishops, and the three vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, taken
by monks and friars. Such counsels are not binding on all, as they exceed the moral
law revealed through Moses and reason; but they are binding on those who volun-
tarily obligate themselves to obey them, defining the way in which they might more
fully love God and their neighbor and die to the world.

Moreover, Christ had promised to send the Spirit upon the church, in order
to guide it into all truth, and had breathed the same Spirit on his apostles, telling
them that what they bound on earth would be bound in heaven. The Latin tradi-
tion understood this to mean that the successors of the apostles had the same
Spirit-given authority to bind and loose as did the apostles. Hence, laws formulated
by bishops for the further guidance of the church, such as fasting on Fridays and
during Lent, had the same binding force as those laws revealed through Moses, rea-
son, and Christ. The bishops also had authority over the sacraments, so that if they
decided to withhold the cup from the laity in communion out of reverence for the
blood of Christ, then this decision was binding, even if the bishops might decide at
a later date to relax this prohibition. These laws, generated by episcopal synods as
well as later papal decrees, came to be codified and harmonized by Gratian (1150)
into a body of law that came to be called canon law, again with the understanding
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that these ecclesial laws helped guide all Christians to the greater love of God and
neighbor according to their calling in life.

Luther responded to this growing body of ecclesial law by viewing it as a new
form of captivity of the consciences of Christians, leading them to worship God ac-
cording to human traditions and not according to the commandments of God. Lu-
ther claimed that the only law binding on all Christians is the moral law revealed by
God in the Ten Commandments, for this alone reflects the universal law of nature
revealed in the hearts and consciences of every human being. The law of Jesus is not
a set of new counsels of perfection, according to Luther, but is rather the true and
authoritative interpretation of the law of Moses, over against the distortions of the
Pharisees. Any law going beyond the moral law cannot be binding on the con-
sciences of believers. This means that both the law of celibacy, imposed by the
church on all priests and bishops, and the threefold monastic vows, voluntarily
taken by monks and friars, are not in fact binding on the consciences of believers.

The liberation of Christian consciences from all laws not given in the moral
law as interpreted by Jesus was one of the most influential of Luther’s claims,
shared by the Reformed as well as the Anabaptists. However, the Reformed and
Anabaptists disagreed with Luther about the content of that moral law. Unlike Lu-
ther, they both saw the prohibition of images as part of the moral law binding on all
and hence sought the removal of all images from places of worship. Moreover, the
Anabaptists claimed that Jesus was not simply interpreting the law of Moses but
was also imposing laws going above and beyond Moses. Christians were freed from
the whole system of justice, predicated on the threat of lethal force, that character-
izes the world beyond the church. Christians cannot swear oaths and cannot appeal
to the system of retaliatory justice, either for themselves or for their neighbors. The
attempt to harmonize the law of Christ with the law of Moses, undertaken by Cal-
vin as well as Luther, was seen by the Anabaptists as an evasion of suffering with
Christ for the sake of the gospel. On the other hand, Luther did acknowledge that
the moral law and the law of Jesus do not command the same things. The moral
law demands justice for all, whereas the law of Jesus commands that we suffer the
loss of all things for the sake of his name. To harmonize these two laws, Luther
claimed that with regard to her own person the Christian follows the law of Christ,
which requires that we suffer injustice willingly for the sake of his name, whereas
for the sake of her neighbor the Christian seeks the redress of injury by the process
of civil law.

II. WHY DID GOD REVEAL THE LAW TO US?

Augustine bequeathed to the Latin tradition a claim that God revealed the law
not to reveal what we could do, but rather to reveal what we should do but on our
own cannot do. According to Augustine, God commands us to love God for the
sake of God, and ourselves and others for the sake of God. These commands reveal
that we are in fact captive to the self-love and misdirected desire that we inherit as
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children of Adam. By the law’s revealing what we cannot do, we are led by faith to
Christ, to seek from him the gift that will enable us to do what the law requires,
namely, the gift of the Holy Spirit, by whom love for God is poured into our hearts
(Rom 5:5). By this love, Christians become righteous in their wills and can merit
the inheritance of eternal life, though the credit goes much more to the grace of
God within them than to their own efforts.

Later scholastic theologians, following Duns Scotus, significantly modified
this position. Scotus claimed that since the law of love is commanded both by rea-
son as well as by God, it must lie in the will of the person, even of the sinner, to obey
that command; otherwise its presence in reason would be absurd. Those who obey
this command to love God above all things will not be denied the grace by which
they may merit eternal life. As Luther was trained in this tradition, he was initially
taught that the law was given with the purpose of urging us to do what is within us.
Do what is within you and you will merit the grace of God, so that by grace you
might do what is within you to merit eternal life.

This understanding of the law was combined with the practice of private pen-
ance, which came to Europe from the Celtic monastic tradition, and came to be
imposed on all Christians by the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215. According to this
tradition, those who commit mortal sin, by intending to act against the law of God
revealed by the church, must be contrite for that sin, confess that sin to a priest, and
perform the satisfaction imposed by that priest. A sinner could attain contrition by
doing what is within her to turn from sin to the love of God, and when she did so,
God would not deny the grace by which she might both make satisfaction for sin
and merit eternal life. Those bothered in their conscience by the consciousness of
sin should therefore do all that is within them to remove that awareness by confess-
ing their sins to a priest, making all the required satisfactions, and loving God to
the best of their ability in the calling in which they find themselves.

Luther became convinced that the Roman church of his day, in contrast to
Augustine, was teaching that God gave the law to reveal what we could do, namely,
love God for the sake of God so that we could both remove the burden and con-
sciousness of sin and merit eternal life. However, the more Luther tried to follow
this teaching—not only as a baptized Christian, but also as a monk, under vows to
the counsels of perfection, and a priest, offering to God the sacrifice of the
Mass—the more the consciousness of sin came to dominate his conscience.
Through his reading of Paul and Augustine, Luther came to understand that God
did not reveal the law to remove sin, but rather to reveal sin, in order to awaken the
consciousness of sin in the conscience of the sinner to the point where she would
despair of ever being able to remove it by her own efforts, even efforts aided by the
gift of the Holy Spirit. Such despair is according to Luther the true contrition that
leads to faith in Christ. Moreover, faith seeks in Christ not the love given by the
Holy Spirit, by which we might merit eternal life, but rather the one who alone can
lift the burden of sin from our consciences, giving us freely in the place of sin and

238

Zachman



death righteousness and eternal life. Luther therefore both recovered the purpose
of the law as taught by Augustine, over against the theologians following Scotus,
and intensified that purpose by his reading of Paul in light of his own experience of
a terrified conscience. The law leads us not to seek the gift by which we might love
God but rather to seek the one in whom God’s love for sinners is revealed, Christ
crucified and risen, who alone brings genuine peace to consciences tormented by
the consciousness of sin.

Beyond the power of the law to reveal sin, Calvin came to understand the law
as the entire way of worshiping God commanded by Moses. The law in this broader
sense set forth Christ to Israel in shadowy outline and living images, in a way ac-
commodated to their capacities. In this way, Calvin sought to give meaning not
only to the moral law embodied in the Ten Commandments but also to the entire
ceremonial law of priest, temple, purification, and sacrifice, which was so central to
Israel’s life with God. For Calvin, both the law, understood in this broader sense,
and the gospel, in the narrow sense, reveal the love of God for sinners in the death
and resurrection of Christ. The difference is that the law outlines in a shadowy way
what the gospel fills out in living color. Calvin developed this understanding of the
law on the basis of the letter to the Hebrews and used it both against Rome and
against the distortions of the law by other reformers of his day. Against Rome, Cal-
vin insisted that the sacrifice of Christ brings to an end the whole economy of
priests offering daily sacrifice for sin. Against the Marcionite tendencies of some
evangelicals of his day, Calvin insisted that the covenant made with Moses was the
same in substance as the covenant in Christ, although each had a distinct dispensa-
tion. Finally, against the Anabaptist denial of infant baptism, Calvin argued that
the sacrament of circumcision was to the Jews what baptism now is in the
church—hence, infants should be baptized as members of the covenant commu-
nity.

The Anabaptists, for their part, stressed a greater distinction between the
covenant made with the Jews and that made in Christ. They insisted that the
former was solely earthly and temporal, having to do with land, conquest, and de-
scendants, whereas the latter is spiritual and eternal. Hence, baptism is not analo-
gous to circumcision but should rather be reserved for those who have already
come to repentance and faith. The Anabaptists also rejected the appeal Calvin and
others made to the kings of Israel to warrant the involvement of rulers and magis-
trates in the reform of the church and the execution of blasphemers and heretics.
Christ as King brings the use of violence for the sake of the gospel to an end, ac-
cording to the Anabaptists.

Luther’s understanding of the law as the power that reveals sin was widely
shared by his fellow reformers. However, the view that the Ten Commandments
per se reveal sin and drive the sinner to seek refuge in Christ has come under criti-
cism by subsequent Lutheran and Reformed theologians. Søren Kierkegaard, in-
tensifying an idea already present in Melanchthon, claimed that it was not the law
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abstracted from the gospel that reveals human sin but rather the self-sacrificial love
of God in Christ. The very gospel that proclaims the self-sacrificial love of God for
sinners in the death of Christ also reveals that sinners themselves, especially those
who fancy themselves to be Christian, refuse to die to the world so that they might
love God alone. Karl Barth follows Kierkegaard on this point and claims that the
law in Scripture does not have the power to reveal sin. Rather, the work of Christ as
priest, king, and prophet reveals the pride, sloth, and falsehood of humanity. The
claim of Kierkegaard and Barth that Christ acts as both law and gospel, revealing
sin as he removes it, has itself come under serious criticism in this century, espe-
cially by Lutheran theologians who wished to uphold the distinction between the
law and the gospel as two distinct words of God.

III. HOW IS THE LAW RELATED TO LIFE IN CHRIST?

Luther’s theology is best understood as a theology of liberation, namely, the
liberation of the conscience from the law when it comes to the question of our
righteousness before God and our reception of eternal life. If we want to know why
God accepts us and grants us eternal life, the law must be entirely set aside, and
Christ alone must be the object of faith and contemplation, for Christ alone has the
power to free us from sin and unite us to God. However, if we no longer seek either
a blessing or a curse from the law, does the law still have a function in ordering the
life of the Christian? Luther thought that it did, although he was not always clear
which law the Christian was to follow. At times, following the practice of the previ-
ous catechetical tradition, he said that the Ten Commandments set forth the way of
life that Christians are to follow. At other times, over against the attempt of re-
formers like Karlstadt to reject the use of images in worship, Luther claimed that
the only law binding on Christians is the moral law revealed in the heart and con-
science of every person, which does not include a prohibition of images. Finally,
over against the peasants’ appeal to justice, Luther insisted that Christians are
called to follow the law of Christ, which requires them to suffer injustice, and not
the moral law, which commands that injustice be redressed. One sees an appeal to
all three forms of the law in his writings on monastic vows, where he argues that
vows are against the law of Christ, the Ten Commandments, and the natural law.
However, Luther’s usual way of speaking of Christian obedience is to speak of faith
working through love. Faith fulfills the first table of the law by trusting God, while
love fulfills the second table. Moreover, the model of love is provided by the work
that Christ does on our behalf. As Christ lifts the burden of sin from the undeserv-
ing and freely gives them eternal life, so also the Christian should freely share the
burdens even of her undeserving neighbors and freely give them whatever good she
has that may help her neighbors.

Luther also argued that the true spiritual life is not the self-chosen holiness of
monks, nuns, and priests, who follow human ideas of holiness, but is rather found
in the offices that God wills all believers to occupy in this life. These offices are lo-
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cated in the family (parents, children, and servants), the state (teachers, magis-
trates, jurists, soldiers, and hangmen), and the church (preachers and teachers of
the gospel). One is to express the love of Christ in the station in which one has been
called, in obedience to those whom God has placed in authority over us, unless
what they command violates faith or love.

Luther’s position on faith working through love is echoed very widely by the
other reformation traditions, although with some significant modifications. Calvin
agrees with Luther that the work of Christ shows a higher model of obedience than
does the law of Moses, but the pattern he discerns is one of dying to the world and
living to God, not bearing one another’s burdens. Calvin also insists that the prohi-
bition of images is binding in the church of Christ, as it is rooted in the spiritual na-
ture of God and thus does not fall among the abrogated ceremonial laws of Moses.
The most significant disagreement with Luther came from the Anabaptists, who
rejected Luther and Calvin’s claim that the state formed one of the loci of a Christi-
an’s calling. The Anabaptists did not deny that the authority of the state came from
God and that it was given for the ordering of an otherwise chaotic sinful world.
However, they insisted that Christ explicitly contrasted his kingdom with temporal
authority. Worldly kings lord it over others, whereas Christ teaches us to be the
slaves of others. Worldly kingdoms are ultimately founded on the threat and use of
lethal force, whereas Christ tells us to love and pray for our enemies. Earthly king-
doms fight for the redress of grievances in courts where oaths need to be taken,
whereas Christ tells us to be willing to suffer injustice for the sake of his name and
to refuse to swear oaths because we are always to tell the truth. The Anabaptists also
had a strong suspicion of higher education and of the location of theology in uni-
versities, as they suspected that this made theologians proud of their learning and
contemptuous of the needs of ordinary, poor, and unlearned Christians.

Søren Kierkegaard comes close to the Anabaptist understanding of Christ’s
claim on Christian life when he presents the life of Christ itself as the pattern that is
to be expressed in the life of Christians, best exemplified by voluntary suffering and
self-renunciation. Kierkegaard was scornful of both pastors and teachers who
made their living by teaching and preaching the gospel, convinced that it made
them change the pattern of Christ to accommodate their desire to be comfortable
in this life, while still being assured of the next. Karl Barth also claimed that the law
binding on Christians comes directly from the gospel proclaimed to them. What
God wants from us in the law is revealed by what God does for us in the gospel.
Barth contrasted the claim of the gospel with all other alleged claims on human
obedience, insisting that they all come from the knowledge of good and evil that is
at the root of all human sin. The claim of Christ in the gospel frees Christians from
all other claims, be they based on biblical law abstracted from Christ or an alleged
knowledge of good and evil based in the natural law. Human beings can no more
tell themselves about good and evil than they can tell themselves about Christ. Both
must be proclaimed to them anew every day in the gospel.
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IV. HOW IS THE LAW RELATED TO LIFE IN THE
BROADER HUMAN COMMUNITY?

Luther inherited a tradition that asserted that God revealed the natural law to
all people both to hold them accountable for sin, even where the law of Moses was
not revealed, and to provide the basis for the restraint of sin by social institutions of
justice. As stated before, Christians are not to use such institutions for their own
sake but must appeal to them when they see their fellow sister or brother suffering
injustice at the hands of another. According to Luther, not all people have equal in-
sight into the natural law, even though it is present in human reason. Those who
have greater insight are to use it to the greater good of their community by teaching
and ruling over others. Calvin agreed that the natural law is revealed to all, but he
also thought that everyone had access to the principles of equity and justice that it
reveals and are to use their insight into equity to hold others in power to account
when they violate such principles, especially if they have been placed in an official
position of accountability, as in a senate working in conjunction with a monarch.
Calvin was much more concerned than Luther with models of mutual accountabil-
ity, both in the church and in the state, for he was convinced that Rome had led the
church into captivity and ruin by means of a tyranny in which most people were
intentionally kept in the dark.

Finally, Luther was adamant that the laws governing the state were never to
be confused with the gospel preached in the church. The law demands the harsh
treatment of evil-doers, up to and including their execution, whereas the gospel re-
quires that we call such sinners to repentance and forgiveness. The law allows for
and even requires the legitimate self-defense of a person or state against unwar-
ranted attack, whereas the law of Christ prohibits such self-defense. All parties
emerging from the reformation agreed with Luther on this distinction, although
the Anabaptists concluded that since punishment and violence are the basis of the
state, the Christian cannot participate in the state and cannot use its system of jus-
tice for the redress of grievances.
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