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the Law as a means of grace, neither of which Luther can accept. 

The Impact on the Theology of Spiritual Gifts  

It is most to be expected that the differences between Luther's and Calvin's 

theology of spiritual gifts can be traced to Calvin's doctrine of sanctification and the 

third use of the Law. It has been observed that Luther puts a far greater stress on the 

active presence of spiritual gifts in ministry. Chapter 2 described Luther's conviction 

that the event of preaching is a means of grace, where God meets with man through 

the message of the Word. Just as Luther could never relegate the sacraments to a 

minor place in the practice of the churches because he saw their use as indispensable 

to the strengthening of faith, so also it is likely that Luther emphasizes the gifts in 

preaching far more than does Calvin, because for him the proclamation of the Word of 

the Gospel is a vitally essential component of sanctification. Since "faith is the only 

instrument through which the Holy Spirit performs the [good] works"' it is essential 

for sanctification that faith be strengthened, and that strengthening comes through the 

preaching of the Word. Small wonder then that Luther saw the gifts of the Spirit to 

reside still in the preaching office, for these gave power to the preaching of the Word 

in strengthening faith. 

It has already been observed that Luther does not hold to a Charismatic view 

of spiritual gifts, as extraordinary manifestations of the divine presence with men. His 

definitions of the various gifts are comparatively mundane compared to the Pentecostal 

"Scaer, p. 183. 
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movement. Yet Luther consistently demonstrates a theological certainty that because 

God's Word comes through the preacher, the preacher needs to be empowered through 

special divinely endowed abilities. Many of the gifts enable the interpretation of the 

Word while some are evidenced in its communication. The heart of Luther's theology 

of spiritual gifts, however, lies in the fact that he holds the event of preaching as well 

as its content to be indispensible, and therefore, God has bestowed certain uncommon 

abilities upon those in the preaching office that the Word might go forth with power. 

Calvin also places the highest priority on preaching the Word. "I have 

accordingly pointed out above that God often commended the dignity of the ministry 

by all possible marks of approval in order that it might be held among us in highest 

honor and esteem, even as the most excellent of all things?" The practice of the 

church stands or falls with the preaching of its ministers? The minister fulfills his 

duties "by the doctrine of Christ to instruct the people to true godliness, to administer 

the sacred mysteries, and to keep and exercise upright discipline."93  Preaching is 

important because the minister brings the voice of God to His church." 

The Holy Spirit's work in preaching is very important for Calvin as well, and 

"Institutes 4.3.3 (p. 1054); CR 30, p. 778. 

92Ibid. 

"Ibid., 4.3.6 (p. 1059); CR 30, p. 781. 

"John H. Leith, "Calvin's Doctrine of the Proclamation of the Word and Its 
Significance for Today in the Light of Recent Research," Review and Expositor, 86 
(1989), 31-3. 
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is similar to his evaluation of the ministry of the Lord's supper." Calvin's under-

standing of the dynamics of preaching focusses on the internal work of the Spirit of 

God through the humble vessel of the preacher. John Leith argues that Calvin sees 

preaching in sacramental terms, although he goes on to admit that Calvin "never 

explicated the meaning?" Leith is correct in his analysis to the extent that Calvin's 

understanding of the Lord's Supper and his convictions concerning preaching have 

much in common. In Calvin's view, the means are useful only in their external 

affirmation of the promises of God. It is the interior work of the Holy Spirit which 

brings transformation, and this work gives grace in an immediate, rather than mediate, 

manner. 

Added to the internal dynamic of the Spirit's immediate work of grace is 

Calvin's view of the principal use of the Law, which is to restore in the believer the 

tarnished image of God. 

Here is the best instrument for them to learn more thoroughly each day the 
nature of the Lord's will to which they aspire, and to confirm them in the 
understanding of it. . . . And not one of us may escape from this necessity. For no 
man has heretofore attained to such wisdom as to be unable, from the daily 
instruction of the law, to make fresh progress toward a purer knowledge of the 
divine will. 

Again, because we need not only teaching but also exhortation, the servant of 
God will also avail himself of this benefit of the law: by frequent meditation upon 
it to be aroused to obedience, be strengthened in it, and be drawn back from the 

95John Leith comments that for Calvin, "The power of preaching as the Word 
of God does not reside in the sound of the words themselves or even in their meaning. 
The power of preaching is the act of the Holy Spirit which makes the words, their 
sound, and their meaning, the occasion of the voice of God." Ibid., p. 31. 

96Leith, p. 31. 
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slippery path of transgression.97  

Calvin gives a positive testimony that Christians who are well informed and exhorted 

by the Law will be aroused to obedience, be strengthened, and be drawn back from 

sin. Luther recognizes that the Law can be used as a guide to understand the nature of 

righteous behavior, but does not accept the possibility that the Law could empower the 

Christian to walk in righteousness. In contrast, Calvin sees the Law as a means of 

Christian growth. 

This use of the Law evidences itself in Calvin's own style of preaching. In a 

series he preached on the Ten Commandments, Calvin puts heavy emphasis on the 

importance of the third use of the Law.98  B. W. Farley, the translator and editor of a 

recent translation of these sermons, comments: 

In the sermons, it is this third function that dominates. . . . It is the third use that 
empowers the series. From beginning to end, Calvin's primary purpose is to 
demonstrate how God's will for everyday life is revealed in the Ten 
Commandments; and not only revealed, but published to exhort and strengthen 
man's witness and confirm his life in obedience to God. In this respect, the third 
use of the law constitutes the critical foundation for all sixteen sermons." 

Calvin's conviction that the Law was an effective tool in sanctifying the Christian 

may in part explain why the great majority of the two thousand sermons he preached 

at Geneva were from the Old Testament, rather than the New. As Calvin himself 

explains in his comments on Deuteronomy 6:1: 

97lnstitutes, 2.7.12 (p. 360, emphasis added); CR 30, pp. 261-62. 

98John Calvin, John Calvin's Sermons on the Ten Commandments, ed. and 
trans. Benjamin W. Farley (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1980), 26. 

99Ibid. (emphasis added). 
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Just as when a horse is difficult to manage, the rider can hardly control it with a 
single tug. It will only prance about and resist handling. The rider must steady it 
with persistent control. So likewise God must act toward his people. And thereby 
he shows that the human mind is full of rebellion, or, better yet, instability, as man 
cannot hold to the Word of God which simultaneously provides his salvation and 
well-being. This being true, let us note that in the people of Israel we are 
admonished that when God set his Word before us, it was not simply recorded for 
that day alone, but must be put into practice by us every day of our life.m  

Calvin's commitment to the third use of the Law in practical ministry extends 

to the administration of church discipline. He explains why the pastor must administer 

discipline. 

For doctrine obtains force and authority where the minister not only explains to all 
together what they owe to Christ, but also has the right and means to require that it 
be kept by those whom he has observed are either disrespectful or languid toward 
his teaching.'°' 

Doctrine obtains force and authority when accompanied by church discipline. 

Although Calvin does not speak of discipline as an extension of the third use of the 

Law, his conception of discipline mirrors his understanding that the law "is to the 

flesh like a whip to an idle and balky ass, to arouse it to work."1°2  

Once Calvin admits the Law into his means of grace, the balance shifts from 

grace to Law in sanctification, from Word alone to obedience, from sacrament to 

sacrifice, from receiving to presenting. This means that the dynamic which dominates 

Calvin's theology of preaching to Christians shifts from God continually bringing His 

grace to the Christian through the Word. It now focusses on God bringing His 

p. 290 (Sermon on Deuteronomy 6:1-6); CR 54; p. 420. 

'Institutes 4.12.2 (p. 1230, emphasis added); CR 30, p. 906. 

Inbid., 2.7.12 (p. 361); CR 30, p. 262. 
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commandments to the Christian, who, through the help of the Holy Spirit, uses those 

commandments to renew the tarnished image of God within him. The sole dynamic of 

sanctification is no longer justification, no longer the means of the Word, no longer 

God and God alone. Because Calvin has included Law as a means of grace, 

sanctification is still founded in justification, but is empowered by Law. 

In light of this, it is not surprising that Calvin stresses spiritual gifts far less 

than Luther does. For Luther, the sermon is a place of God renewing the Christian. 

Thus the idea of God Himself empowering that encounter with special gifts makes 

great sense and is indeed very desirable. For Calvin, the sermon is the place of God 

commanding the Christian to obedience. The focus is on the hearer's response rather 

than on the anointing of the Word. Thus Calvin's stress on the importance of 

giftedness falls behind his stress on the third use of the Law and on church discipline. 

These become much more the dynamic of ministry. A casual reading of the works of 

Calvin and Luther might not bring a recognition that a difference exists in their 

approach to spiritual gifts, and would probably miss the impact that the doctrine of the 

third use of the Law has upon practical theology. Yet as Dowey puts it, Calvin's 

doctrine of the third use of the Law "must have a lot do with the well known contrasts 

between the ethos of the two traditions."1°3  Both are being consistent to their 

theology, and their consistency manifests itself clearly in their practice of ministry, as 

has been demonstrated here concerning spiritual gifts. 

1°3Dowey, "Law in Luther and Calvin", p. 153. 



151 

Summary and Conclusions  

Chapter 4 raised questions which have been addressed by the present chapter. 

This present chapter has demonstrated that there is significant verbal agreement 

between Luther and Calvin in the areas of miracles and the ministry. Calvin and 

Luther both agree that the only purpose of miracles was to point to the Word of God, 

and thus saw the miraculous ministries of the New Testament to have passed away. 

Both tie the work of the Spirit of God to the Word of God, as that is expressed 

through preaching and sacrament, so that they were unwilling to consider miracles to 

be God's will for the present age. Nevertheless, Calvin and Luther emphasized God's 

providence and responsiveness to prayer. 

Calvin and Luther agree on the priesthood of all believers, but in Luther the 

topic holds a much more central position. They both put great emphasis on the office 

and each agree that the true authority of the office always lies in the Word of God, 

and not in the man himself. Neither questions the divine institution of the pastoral 

office, nor denies that God specifically chooses particular men for ministry, although 

Calvin insists that God does this exclusively through the congregational vote. Thus it 

is clear that Luther and Calvin have substantial agreement in principle on the nature of 

miracles and miraculous ministry, the authority of the Word in the office, its divine 

establishment, and the honor which is due pastors and teachers within the body of 

Christ. 

While Calvin and Luther were found to be in basic agreement concerning the 

above topics, a subtle difference surfaced when the question of giftedness in ministry 
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was considered. Even though both agreed that giftedness was important for pastoral 

ministry, it was found that Calvin de-emphasized what Luther prized highly. Their 

views differed enough to suggest that a more thorough evaluation should be made. 

The key to understanding the difference was found in Calvin's goal for sanctification 

as the progressive restoration of the image of God in man, and in his use of the Law 

as a means of grace to accomplish that recovery. Calvin raised up Law as the primary 

means of sanctification, which in practice caused him to devalue both the event of 

preaching the Word and the administration of the Lord's Supper. Thus the dynamic of 

sanctification shifted and the need for empowerment of preaching diminished greatly. 

Luther, who rejects the Law as a means of sanctification, retains the heavy emphasis 

upon spiritual gifts as enhancements to the ministry of the Word. For Luther, God has 

chosen to work through the Word alone. For this reason spiritual gifts, as 

enhancements to the ministry of the Word, remain valuable endowments to the church. 



CONCLUSIONS 

The professor of theology mentioned in the introduction who was unaware of 

Luther's and Calvin's theology of spiritual gifts had certainly missed a very important 

aspect of their theology as a whole. He may have grasped the fundamentals of the 

doctrines of Luther and Calvin, since an understanding of their theologies of spiritual 

gifts is not necessary to understanding their basic views. Nevertheless a careful 

examination of their theologies of spiritual gifts would have illuminated deeper issues 

and would have afforded him the opportunity to understand in part why Lutheranism 

and Calvinism have such a wide gulf between them. 

Calvin viewed spiritual gifts differently than did Luther. The divergence 

between the two might not be immediately apparent to an uninformed observer 

because there is sufficient verbal agreement to suggest that the two reformers 

fundamentally agreed on the subject. Chapters 4 and 5 explored this ostensible 

harmony and came to the conclusion that what seemed like consensus was in reality 

often only apparent verbal accord. The truth is that the chasm between the two runs 

both broad and deep. For those aware of the differences between Calvin and Luther, 

it should be no surprise that they sound the same but mean something substantially 

different. 

Chapter 4 concluded with a chart which listed the agreements, variations, and 

disagreements between Luther and Calvin in their understandings of spiritual gifts. 

153 
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This dissertation has argued that the variations (a mixture of verbal agreement and 

practical divergence) and disagreements exist because Luther and Calvin established 

their theologies of spiritual gifts upon disparate doctrinal foundations. The heart of 

the dissimilarities lies in their convictions concerning justification and sanctification. 

In the end, one cannot understand the differences between Luther and Calvin 

on the subject of spiritual gifts without understanding their contrasting understandings 

of justification and sanctification. This rift may not always be readily apparent, since 

there is a great degree of verbal agreement between the two. It is, nevertheless, the 

source of the well-known difference in ethos between Lutheranism and Calvinism. 

The basis for the differences can be found in the fact that Calvin does not fully 

share Luther's unwavering conviction that God and God alone is the source of the 

Christian's justification. Luther teaches that God bestows upon man the gift of alien 

righteousness which is received by faith. God works this miracle by means of the 

visible and proclaimed Word without any cooperation of man. Luther rejects any 

suggestion that God works directly in the heart of man apart from His chosen means 

of the proclaimed Word and the visible Word. 

Calvin gives verbal assent to Luther's assertion that God has chosen to work 

through means, but in reality he presents the work of the Spirit in man as a direct 

ministry which simply enables faith to turn to the Word. In one famous example, 

Calvin illustrates how the Word works on the individual by describing how light 

illumines a blind man. Even though the light is essential for sight, nevertheless until 

the man is healed, the light is meaningless to him, because he remains unable to see. 
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In the illustration, Calvin is comparing the Word with the light and the Spirit with the 

source of healing. The conclusion from the example is that the Spirit of God must 

open the spiritual eyes of man in order for the Word to shine into the heart of man. 

This is in direct contrast to Luther, who holds that the Spirit has chosen to work 

exclusively through the Word to do His work in man. For Calvin the Spirit does His 

work first, independently, and then the Word is able to work. 

In addition, while Calvin verbally agrees with Luther that man is justified apart 

from his own effort, nevertheless, in practice Calvin includes human cooperation in the 

work of sanctification by suggesting that the Law is a means of grace. For Luther, the 

idea that the Law could ever function as a means of transformation undermines the 

doctrine of justification which is the cornerstone of his theology. Luther argues that 

the only way grace comes to the Christian is through the means of the proclaimed and 

visible Word of the Gospel. To suggest the Law as a means of growth changes 

sanctification into a work of man rather than a bestowal of God's favor. Calvin, in 

contrast to Luther, sees sanctification as the primary function of the Law. The Law is 

given to aid the Christian in the progressive restoration of the tarnished image of God 

in man. 

Again, because we need not only teaching but also exhortation, the servant of God 
will also avail himself of this benefit of the law: by frequent meditation upon it to 
be aroused to obedience, be strengthened in it, and be drawn back from the 
slippery path of transgression. . . . The law is to the flesh like a whip to an idle 
and balky ass, to arouse it to work.' 

'John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill and 
translated by Ford Lewis Battles, vol. 20-21, The Library of Christian Classics 
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960), 2.7.12 (pp. 360-61); John Calvin, Opera Quae 
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If the Law is the primary means of sanctification in the life of the believer, it 

follows that it is not the event of preaching/teaching/reading of the Word of the 

Gospel which would occupy the central position in sanctification, but rather the 

Spirit's direct work in conjunction with the believer's obedient response to the Law. 

On the other hand, if the Word of the Gospel itself is God's chosen means of 

sanctifying the Christian in an unmediated fashion, then the event of encountering that 

Word (or the Word encountering us) will then occupy the central position in 

sanctification. The manner of sanctification in Calvin's view makes transformation an 

unmediated work of the Spirit which is dependent upon the believer's response to the 

Law. Contrast that belief with Luther's conviction that grace comes to the believer 

through specific means, that is, the Word of the Gospel, making the event of preach-

ing, teaching, or reading the Word of the Gospel to be the occasion of transformation. 

With such differing views on the work of sanctification, it is not surprising that 

Luther and Calvin are actually far apart in their doctrines of ministry, and this 

disparity is evidenced in their views on spiritual gifts. Calvin defines most of the 

New Testament gifts as miraculous workings through specific individuals in the 

• church, interpreting them in much the same way as they are construed today. Because 

he is convinced that these abilities existed for the confirmation of the apostolic 

message, he denies that such powers are available to the church today, since the 

message no longer needs such confirmation. Luther, on the other hand, while agreeing 

Supersunt Omnia, vol. 29-87 in Corpus Reformatorum, ed. Guilielmus Baum, 
Eduardus Cunitz, Eduardus Reuss (Brunsvigae: C.A. Schwetschke, 1863-1900), 
30:261-62. 
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that the apostolic message no longer needs miraculous confirmation, does not disavow 

the presence of spiritual gifts for the current church, because he consistently relates 

spiritual gifts to the ministry of the Word. Gifts were not given to corroborate the 

Word, but instead were given to enhance its ministry. Generally speaking, spiritual 

gifts are devoted to enabling the minister to present God's Word with unusual insight 

and impact. This certainly makes sense when one remembers Luther's unshakable 

conviction that God has chosen to work through the Word. Calvin's definitions of the 

gifts suggest that spiritual gifts are direct workings of God's grace in Christians. 

Luther would deny the possibility that God would manifest His grace outside of the 

Word. Therefore, since the ministry of the Word is the place where God meets with 

man, it is reasonable as well that the gifts should concentrate on the ministry of the 

Word. Such gifts would also be very relevant today, since the means of grace remain 

the same as they were in the apostolic church. 

When reading Luther and Calvin on the gifts, one might not immediately 

recognize how significant is the disparity between the two, because often surface 

verbal similarity between the reformers hides underlying discord. Nevertheless the 

divergence is there and is significant. Lutherans especially should be aware of the - 

differences, since the contemporary gifts movement has much more in common with 

Calvin's understanding of spiritual gifts than with that of Luther? While it is certainly 

2For a survey and evaluation of the theology of the contemporary gifts move-
ment, consult Frederick Dale Bruner, A Theology of the Holy Spirit: the Pentecostal 
Experience and the New Testament Witness (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 
1970); and Carter Lindberg, The Third Reformation: Charismatic Movements and the 
Lutheran Traditions (Macon, GA: Mercer University, 1983). 
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possible for a Calvinist to embrace charismatic theology by making a few minor 

adjustments, it is difficult to imagine one at the same time embracing both Luther's 

theology and the modern understanding of spiritual gifts. 

That is not to say that Lutherans should not promote spiritual gifts, because 

Luther himself did so emphatically. The inconsistency is in attempting to promote 

spiritual gifts as they are understood today, that is, as channels of the Spirit. This is 

something Luther would have never accepted and is much more in line with Calvin's 

understanding of gifts. When Lutherans adopt the Charismatic perception of spiritual 

gifts they are in essence attempting to join Calvin's and Luther's irreconcilable 

theologies of ministry. Sooner or later Lutheran charismatics who continue to embrace 

the modern interpretation of spiritual gifts will have to lose the distinctive Lutheran 

emphasis on justification and sanctification. 

Nevertheless, Lutherans can be assured that Luther taught a very rich theology 

of spiritual gifts. He emphasized spiritual gifts as important aids to the ministry of 

God's Word in the life of the church. As the chart at the end of Chapter 4 demon-

strates, he saw as extant most of the gifts mentioned in the New Testament, under-

standing them as enhancements to the ministry of the Word as carried on by the 

preaching office. This dissertation has demonstrated that it is distinctly Lutheran to 

emphasize spiritual gifts in the ministry, as long as that emphasis is properly anchored 

to Luther's doctrine of justification by grace alone. 
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